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Abstract 
 
Gerald F. Lackey, Jr.: The Power of Family Ties in Immigrants’ Lives 
(Under the direction of Barbara Entwisle and Peggy Thoits) 
 
Although Latino immigrants have come to form a fundamental part of the U.S. social 
fabric, we do not, from a research standpoint, have a complete understanding of the social 
causes of some of the most pressing issues that face this population (e.g., weak English 
language use, declining mental health, or low levels of trust in the U.S. government).  
Previous work has focused on degree of acculturation as a common explanation across the 
three issues, but this explanation falls short in its ability to guide social policy or suggest 
meaningful interventions.  This dissertation moves beyond acculturation to investigate the 
complex family relationships in which immigrants are embedded.  The three articles that 
comprise the dissertation expand the existing literature by drawing on cross-disciplinary 
frameworks and investigating both positive and negative influences of families.  Two data 
sets are used: the 2003 New Immigrant Survey (Jasso et al., 2003) and the 2006 Latino 
National Survey (Fraga et al., 2006).  Three findings stand out across the three chapters: 1. 
The effects, both positive and negative, of family ties on language acquisition and depression 
are generally stronger for women compared to men; 2. Ties to children tend to have more 
costs and fewer benefits in terms of mental health and language acquisition; and 3. Effects of 
acculturation are relatively weak on depression and political trust.  A few important caveats 
to this work are that it is conducted with cross-sectional data, knowledge of what specifically 
is passed along the tie is not available, and the datasets do not include illegal immigrants. 
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Chapter I 
 
Advancing the Understanding of Immigrant Family Ties 
Introduction 
Although Latino immigrants have come to form a fundamental part of the U.S. social 
fabric, we do not, from a research standpoint, have a complete understanding of what the 
social causes of some of the most pressing issues are.  Three of the most pressing issues for 
this population are English language acquisition by immigrants, health of immigrants and 
their children, and political trust among immigrants.  With rising U.S. immigration and 
immigrant settlement rates from Central and South America and potential amnesty legislation 
being debated in the U.S. Congress, understanding the social causes of these issues is 
arguably important.  Previous work has focused largely on acculturation as a common 
explanation across the three issues, but this explanation falls short in its ability to guide social 
policy or suggest meaningful interventions.  The aim of this dissertation was to move beyond 
acculturation to investigate the complex family relationships in which immigrants are 
embedded.  These family relationships play a significant role in the migration journey 
(Massy et al., 1993).  They have also been found to be an important source of social support 
(Taylor, Seaton & Dominguez, 2008) and a key influence on the development of trust in the 
government (Hardin, 2002).  The three chapters that comprise this dissertation expand on this 
literature by drawing on a set of cross-disciplinary frameworks (e.g., the stress model 
framework and social capital of migration theory).  The chapters investigate both the positive 
and negative influences families can have on immigrants’ lives to form a more complete 
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picture of family influences.  Although this dissertation does not answer every question about 
the role families play, the findings advance the current understanding of family ties by 
looking across several social outcomes and suggesting fruitful new paths for future research.  
It was also the goal of this dissertation to integrate the findings so that they are relevant for 
researchers and policymakers from multiple disciplinary perspectives, including political 
science, social psychology, and sociology.   
 Immigration to the United States has been a major cause of population growth and 
cultural change throughout much of the history of the United States (Huntington, 2004).  The 
number of first-generation immigrants has nearly quadrupled in the last 40 years, up from 9.6 
million in 1970 to about 38 million in 2007 (Papademetriou & Terrazas, 2009).  Recent 
figures show there are 47 million Latinos in the United States, just over 20 million of whom 
are immigrants, and roughly 10 million potentially undocumented immigrants (Pew Hispanic 
Center, 2009).  One of the leading sending countries of these immigrants is Mexico (Pew 
Hispanic Center, 2009).  The number of Mexican immigrants receiving legal permanent 
residency or naturalized citizenship has risen 43% between 2003 and 2006 to around 257,732 
persons a year, and there is discussion about legalizing 8 million more people in the next few 
years (Department of Homeland Security, 2008).  Despite Mexico’s being a neighboring 
country with a shared border, migration to the U.S. remains difficult, expensive, and 
dangerous; this is especially true for those who cross illegally into the United States (Hines, 
2002).  While those who cross illegally are more likely to suffer harm (Department of 
Homeland Security, 2008), those who cross legally are entering a country that has its own 
issues of racism and discrimination on top of an already unfriendly attitude toward Latino 
immigrants (Hines, 2002; McKay, 2003). 
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 In addition to the increase in numbers, current immigration trends reflect a shift in 
demographics as well. Until the 1930s, the gender imbalance among immigrants was quite 
sharp, with most immigrants being male.  As of the 1990s, however, women accounted for 
just over half of all immigrants, shifting away from the male-dominated immigration of the 
past (Smith & Edmonston, 1997).  The same trend is apparent among Latino immigrants, 
both documented and undocumented, with a little less than half of all Latino immigrants 
being female in 2000 (Livingston, 2006).  There are other shifts in demographics as well. 
Contemporary Latino immigrants, documented and undocumented, tend to be younger than 
the native population of the United States, with people between the ages 15 and 34 
substantially overrepresented (Livingston, 2006).  Immigrants are also more likely to be 
married and less likely to be divorced than native-born Americans of the same age (Smith & 
Edmonston, 1997).   
 Throughout the immigration process, family networks are an important source of 
social support (Massey, 1993), but they can also be a financial and emotional drain on 
immigrants (Hondagneu-Sotelo et al., 1997).  Understanding when immigrant family ties 
help and when they hurt is an open question in several disciplinary fields including 
sociology, demography, social psychology, and political science (Young, 2001).  The focus 
of this dissertation was how Latino immigrants’ family networks impede or support 
immigrants in learning English, preventing depression, and increasing political trust.  
Research on Latino immigrants in each of these areas has grown over the last 20 years, but 
the vast majority of this research has been conducted within traditional disciplinary 
boundaries (Young, 2001).  The downside to this “siloed” approach is twofold: Results are 
not as robust because researchers miss opportunities to integrate the best frameworks and 
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thinking from other fields; and the innovation and progress of the research is slowed because 
findings that could advance work in several areas are not being shared.  The approach of this 
dissertation was different; it sought to integrate the knowledge migration researchers in 
sociology and demography have about the process of immigration with the knowledge in 
other fields like social psychology on the topic of depression or political science on the topic 
of political trust. 
 This research was possible because of the recent release of two data sets: the 2003 
New Immigrant Survey (Jasso et al., 2003) and the 2006 Latino National Survey (Fraga et al., 
2006).  Both surveys contained a randomly sampled population of Latino immigrants and 
included measures of the researcher’s key variables of interest, including family and civic 
ties, English language use, depression, and political trust.  The data sets have limitations in 
terms of their cross-sectional design, weak generalizability to undocumented immigrants, and 
only broad information about family and civic ties.  However, despite the limitations, the 
data provide an opportunity to look quantitatively at cross-disciplinary questions about 
language acquisition, mental health, political trust, and immigration.   
 Each of the three chapters in this dissertation has incorporated research and literature 
from multiple fields in an attempt to advance the understanding of the role immigrant 
families play in the areas of language acquisition, mental health, and political trust.  The 
chapters challenge the conventional wisdom of relying on the most popular predictor of 
social outcomes among immigrants, namely, acculturation.  The first chapter is focused on 
English language acquisition, integrating research from the fields of education and migration 
to examine this common measure of acculturation.  The primary thesis of this chapter is that 
ties to family members can both positively and negatively influence the acquisition of 
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English among first-generation immigrants, some of whom learn English quickly while 
others never acquire the language.  The second chapter on major depression includes 
acculturation as a predictor but focuses on how immigrant families--often fragmented and 
separated by country boundaries--damage mental health or buffer immigrants from 
developing depression.  This chapter is focused on differentiating family ties that offer social 
support and buffer against depression from those that are stressors and increase the likelihood 
of depression.  Finally, the third chapter on political trust looks beyond the common predictor 
of trust (i.e., acculturation) to consider how family ties back to the home country and the 
interaction with government agencies (i.e., institutional encounters) in the home country 
determine how much trust an immigrant places in the U.S. government.  What follows is a 
brief description of the each of the three chapters. 
Chapter II: Learning My ABCs: The Role of Families in English Language Acquisition 
 This chapter sought to understand the role families play in helping or hindering 
immigrants in their desire to acquire better English language skills and acculturate to 
mainstream U.S. society.  The term “acculturation” refers to the process of adopting cultural 
attitudes, behavioral norms, values and beliefs not previously held (Gordon, 1964).  As the 
primary tool of communication within a culture, language acquisition is the cornerstone of 
acculturation and therefore the foundation for the development of social and political trust.  
Studies show that immigrants who choose to learn English acquire higher-paying jobs in 
better work environments; perform better in educational—particularly higher educational—
settings; have increased access to social aid services such as financial assistance, housing and 
healthcare services; and are less likely to become victims of fraudulent or violent crimes 
(Bleakley & Chin, 2008, 2010). 
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 Studies have found that Latino immigrants of working age are more likely to choose 
to learn English as a way of obtaining financial security via higher-paying jobs; older 
immigrants of retirement age, on the other hand, might lack the economic incentive to learn 
English (Bleakely & Chin 2008, 2010).  It has also been found that working immigrant 
parents might resist English language acquisition as a means of preserving their native 
language and corresponding heritage, while their children or grandchildren might embrace 
English as a way to meet and interact with American-born friends (Guardado, 2002).  This 
latter point has led much research to focus on the parent-child relationship and its 
implications for language acquisition. 
Despite the pressures immigrants face to learn English, just like other aspects of 
acculturation (e.g., eating habits, style of dress, self-identification), language acquisition is 
not a passive process; it involves choices.  It is because language is tied so intimately to who 
we are as people (i.e., our culture, families, heritage, perspective on the world) that choosing 
to become bilingual is not a simple choice.  Even more difficult is the prospect of each 
successive generation losing its ability to speak the family’s native language (Portes & Hao, 
2002).  This makes language acquisition a highly sensitive decision with considerable 
implications for the families involved. 
 Until the 1960s, most of the literature assumed that preserving any foreign language 
would be detrimental to future generations of immigrants, and social policies were created to 
discourage the use of the native language (Hakuta, 1986).  The consensus was that 
bilingualism and cognitive development were negatively correlated and it was not until Pear 
and Lambert (1962) showed that bilingual children actually outperformed monolingual 
children on several cognitive aptitude tests that established opinion began to change.  With 
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this shift in thinking, the current debate has been centered around what specifically about 
bilingualism leads it to be positively associated with cognitive development.  Some 
researchers have made a family-based argument that it is related to increased communication 
among children and their parents and grandparents (Mouw & Xie, 1999).  Others have 
suggested that it goes beyond increased communication and that bilingualism inherently 
creates a larger cultural toolkit for immigrants to draw upon (Portes & Hao, 2002). 
 In general, the literature on the role of families in language acquisition has focused on 
three topics: (a) the strategic choices and consequences of being bilingual; (b) the parent-
child relationship developed around language; and (c) the role of spouses in language 
acquisition.  Two aspects of family ties also stand out as potentially important: separation of 
ties and the influence of gender on ties and language acquisition.  These latter two factors, 
however, have been given much less attention in the literature.  The research on separation of 
family ties and language acquisition has found a relationship between increased English 
language ability and decreased connection to ties back in the home country (Soehl & 
Waldinger, 2010), which if true suggests that social policies aimed at improving English 
language skills may have unintended consequences on immigrant settlement choices.  
Research on gender has been limited to noting that female immigrants generally improve 
their language skills faster and are more likely to be bilingual (Portes & Hao, 2002), but there 
is not yet any work focused on how family networks may influence men and women 
differently. 
 The goal of this chapter was to build on this previous work examining the acquisition 
of English language skills to determine what role family ties play and specifically how this 
might have been influenced by the separation of ties and gender of the respondent.  The 
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findings may help identify immigrants who are most at risk for not acquiring English (e.g., 
wives of non-American spouses).  The study may also add to the currently limited discussion 
of bilingual abilities in the presence of separated family ties (e.g., perhaps some ties back to 
the home country are correlated with English language acquisition and others are not).   
 The results of this chapter will hopefully inform a discussion of how to design the 
family reunification visas and local policies to encourage English-language use among all 
immigrant family members. Current policies do not take into account the fact that when 
families are brought together they do not always act in a mutually reinforcing way to learn 
English or acculturate to the U.S.  Indeed, as reviewed previously, the choice to become 
bilingual is a deliberate and rational one that depends on many factors that current policies do 
not account for. 
Chapter III: The Psychological Cost of Separation: A study of immigrant family ties 
and their effects on depression 
 This chapter sought to understand how the separation of families across great 
distances can sometimes help but at other times hurt immigrants’ mental health.  Particular 
attention was also paid to the interaction of gender and family ties, given the unique role that 
women often play in the family.  A lot of research has been done on the role family ties play 
in the migration and settlement process, but not a lot of work has examined what happens 
when family members are separated.  In past studies, it has been assumed that immigrant 
family members live in the same household; however, this is often not the case.  On the 
contrary, many families become transnational families as a result of immigration, as not all 
members of the family are able or willing to immigrate at the same time.  Transnational 
families are families with members in more than one country who maintain relationships 
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with one another and identify as a family unit.  In the case of transnational families, women 
are often the “social glue” that holds the family together across great geographic distances, 
which in turn can exert a tremendous amount of pressure on immigrant women (Mahler, 
1999, 2001; Parrenas, 2005; Sarkisian, Gerena & Gestal, 2007).  Not only are they charged 
with the responsibilities of caring for the children in their immediate household and to 
contributing financially to some degree, they are also charged with the additional 
responsibility of maintaining open lines of communication with non-immigrant family 
members—often across thousands of miles—and to preserve their heritage in the face of 
acculturation.  More specifically, while immigrant women work to acquire English language 
skills and become established as independently functioning adults in a foreign culture, they 
work also to maintain ties to the old culture, from which they are geographically, socially and 
politically separated. 
 This dual responsibility may have a detrimental effect on the mental health of 
immigrant women, manifesting as depression.  Just as a rubber band can be stretched only so 
far before it snaps, immigrant women, too, have a limit to the pressures they can bear before 
they break down.  It is also worth noting that immigrant women are less likely to seek 
treatment for depression, due in part to the limitations of language, as well as the lack of 
financial resources and the knowledge of available services for immigrants with depression 
(Kessler et al., 1993).  In some cases, there might also be a social stigma attached to mental 
instability in their native community, resulting in a reluctance to acknowledge depression 
(Gaxiola & Gullotta, 2008)). 
The first attempt at a comprehensive explanation for how stressors affect a person’s 
mental health in the general population was undertaken by Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, 
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and Mullan (1981).  This team of social psychologists developed the stress process model to 
explain how social processes like migration, divorce, or loss of work lead to psychological 
outcomes like depression.  This model was applied in Chapter II to structure the discussion of 
stress during the migration and settlement journey among Latino immigrants. 
There are three fundamental concepts that form the core of the stress process: 
stressors, moderators/mediators of stress, and stress outcomes.  Stressors can be external, 
environmental or social factors or internal, biological or psychological factors that challenge 
an individual to adapt or change (Pearlin, 1999; Thoits, 1995).  Stressors include major life 
events and chronic strains.  Major life events are acute life changes with discernible onsets, 
while chronic strains are persistent or recurring demands that occur over a long period of 
time (Thoits, 1995).  A stress outcome can be any health or mental health problem, as 
stressors have diffuse, non-specific effects.   
Among social psychologists, social support has been the most widely studied 
resource, and its positive effects on mental health outcomes are robust to differences in both 
measurement and population.  Social support refers to helpful functions performed for 
persons by significant others in their network, in this case, their family.  Social support 
comes chiefly in the forms of instrumental assistance, informational assistance, and 
emotional assistance from other people (House & Kahn, 1985).  In the case of spouses, 
research suggests that having an intimate relationship that encourages confiding in one 
another attenuates stress outcomes the most (Thoits, 1995; Wellman, 1992).  Having 
perceived emotional support has both direct positive effects on mental health and buffers the 
effects of negative life events and strains on mental health (Thoits, 1995; Wellman, 1992).  
Whether or not these findings hold in a migration context remains to be seen, but they 
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certainly should, theoretically.  This chapter tested this hypothesis by looking at how 
separation between family members influences major depression among Hispanic 
immigrants (as measured by living in another country). The study controlled for gender to 
test whether men’s and women’s family and civic networks differently influence their 
likelihood of developing depression. 
The focus on the family and in particular the different roles men and women play in 
maintaining the family, are likely to have significant policy implications.  Currently, most 
U.S. immigration policies are aimed at making it more difficult to travel back-and-forth 
between the U.S. and Latin America.  While illegal immigrants are significantly more 
inconvenienced by this than other immigrants, all Latino immigrants are affected by the 
raising of barriers to international travel.  These barriers are likely to make it more difficult 
for transnational parents (i.e., parents with children in more than one country) and to the 
extent that women are more responsible for transnational parenting than men, these policies 
may have significantly greater impact on their lives.   
Chapter IV: Learning to Trust the Government: The influence of social ties and 
institutional encounters on political trust among Mexican immigrants 
This chapter sought to understand how social ties and institutional encounters affect 
levels of political trust among Mexican immigrants to the U.S.  Particular attention is paid to 
integrating the previous research on this topic, which has been fragmented in its study of this 
important question among immigrant groups.  While studies show that political trust in the 
U.S. government is decreasing as a whole, the trend is particularly apparent among new 
immigrants who account for an increasing percentage of U.S. voters.  Between 2003 and 
2006, the granting of legal residency to immigrants rose 43%, and, according to a statement 
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released by the Department of Homeland Security in 2008, an estimated 8 million more 
immigrants will be granted residency in the next few years.  This prediction is separate from 
the potential legalization of 11 million more undocumented immigrant workers.  What this 
means for the United States today is that high numbers of its current and potential future 
voting population struggle with an inherent distrust of the U.S. government, due in part to 
their experiences with the immigration process and their experiences with the governmental 
bodies in their communities.  The results from this study may help suggest ways to improve 
this trust or at least identify those who are most likely to be distrustful.   
 Trust is a critical component to a functioning democratic society.  The trust in the 
collective will of the people is what allows us to elect officials to represent us and act on our 
behalf to set laws and govern (Paxton, 2002).  In particular, previous research has shown that 
the level of public trust is related to the strength of the federal government’s power 
(Hetherington, 2005), acceptance of democratic governance (Putnam, 2000) and successful 
economic development (Fukuyama, 1995).   
 According to Robinson and Jackson (2001), and supported by Glanville and Paxton 
(2007), the development of political trust in government is a social learning process that 
occurs over the life course and within individual life domains (e.g., family, work).  These life 
domains may initially be limited to family but expand to include friends, coworkers, and 
organizational ties and experiences.  According to the theory, each of our experiences in 
these domains may be positive or negative, and from these experiences we extrapolate a level 
of trust for that group.  It stands to reason, therefore, that looking at the social ties and 
institutional experiences immigrants have may inform our understanding of their levels of 
trust in the U.S. government. 
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 Despite the importance of trust in democratic societies, little research has been 
conducted to understand what drives levels of trust among new citizens.  The early work in 
this area identified two key variables affecting trust: exposure to society/culture (i.e., 
acculturation), and exposure to government laws/interaction with government (i.e., 
institutional encounters).  Those who study the effect of acculturation on trust in government 
(e.g., Michelson, 2001) argue that our experiences with government are transmitted second-
hand through outlets such as the media and everyday conversation.  Their research has 
focused largely on positive information about the government and found that increased levels 
of acculturation are related to increased levels of trust in the government.  Those who study 
the effects of institutional encounters on trust in government (e.g., DeSipio, 2006) argue that 
it is our direct, first-hand experience with government that form our impressions.  These 
come both through civic ties and direct experiences.  Researchers argue that negative 
experiences and policies seen as restrictive decrease levels of trust, while positive 
experiences improve trust. 
 There are two shortcomings to this work.  One is that it has not measured both of 
these factors at the same time (i.e., acculturation and interaction with government 
agencies/bodies).  It is possible to overestimate the effect of one of these factors when not 
controlling for the other as both are important predictors of trust.  These important predictors 
of trust should be included jointly in the same model.  A second shortcoming is that very 
little work has considered the role of family ties on trust, despite the fact that research 
suggests families are one of the important life domains where trust is learned.  Examining the 
influence of immigrant family ties, both in the U.S. and back in the home country will be an 
important extension of this work. 
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 This chapter incorporated measures of civic ties and institutional encounters with 
measures of acculturation and extended the research by examining the potential effect of 
family ties.  The chapter considered both government contacts and ties in the U.S. and those 
back in Mexico.  The aim of the chapter was to provide a more comprehensive assessment of 
the drivers of political trust and suggest ways to improve trust among immigrant groups. 
 More so than chapters II and III, the policy implications of this chapter on political 
trust are clear; if our current policies create distrust among immigrants it will lead to a less 
trustful electorate in the future (assuming these immigrants one day become naturalized 
citizens).  If there is a significant relationship between institutional encounters in the U.S. 
and levels of trust in the government, then the implication is that the U.S. government should 
strive to create positive institutional encounters to build trust. What these positive encounters 
might be, however, is open for discussion. 
 In sum, across these three chapters, this dissertation sought to understand the social 
underpinnings of three timely and important topics: English language acquisition, mental 
health, and political trust.  The three chapters have in common their desire to examine the 
role of families and the gender of respondents as potentially important drivers of these topics.  
In addition, each chapter includes reviews of current literature on the topic and integrates the 
relevant controls from previous research.  Disciplinary boundaries were deliberately crossed 
in the search for the best answer and framework, as the chosen topics do not sit clearly within 
any single domain of research.  It is hoped that the findings will provide a better 
understanding of each topic as well as suggest more targeted ways to improve each outcome 
for immigrants. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter II 
 
Learning My ABCs: The Role of Families in English Language Acquisition 
Introduction  
          Immigrants arriving in the United States immediately begin a process by which they 
adopt cultural and behavioral attitudes, norms, values and beliefs that they previously did not 
have (Gordon, 1964).  This process, called acculturation, is a social learning process that 
occurs when individuals with different behaviors, beliefs, practices and languages interact 
and learn from these interactions with one another.  What often distinguishes acculturation 
from other social learning processes (e.g., a life of crime) is that it stems directly from the 
movement of people across political, cultural, and geographical boundaries.  It is these 
boundaries that tend to separate groups of individuals with similar norms, values and beliefs; 
when these boundaries are crossed, the acculturation process often begins, or at least 
intensifies. 
 One of the most visible and measurable aspects of acculturation is language 
acquisition (Ng, 2007).  Just like other aspects of acculturation (e.g., eating habits, style of 
dress, self-identification), language acquisition is not a passive process of osmosis; it 
involves choices.  It is because language is tied so intimately to who we are as people (i.e., 
our culture, families, heritage, perspective on the world) that choosing to become bilingual is 
not a simple choice.  Even more difficult is the prospect of each successive generation losing 
its ability to speak the family’s native language (Perlmann, 2005; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; 
Waters et al., 2010).  This makes language acquisition a highly sensitive decision with 
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considerable implications for the families involved (Edwards, 1994; Holmes, 2001; Lambert 
& Shohamy, 2000; Ng, 2007).   
 Family networks are the human connections in which people are embedded on a daily 
basis.  They can be used by individuals as a means of achieving some personal goal, and they 
can also act on individuals as enforcers of social rules (Alba & Nee, 2003).  The literature on 
language acquisition shows that families play an important role, but the work has focused 
mostly on parent-child effects within families that are living together (Guardado, 2002; 
Hurtado & Vega, 2004; Moua & Lamborn, 2010; Oh & Fuligni, 2009; Pease-Alvarez, 2002; 
Portes & Hao, 2002; Romero et al., 2004).  However, family ties also include spouses and are 
not necessarily restricted to families living together in the same household.  Indeed, the 
literature has not yet examined the effect of gender on the relationship between family ties 
and language acquisition.  Measuring the effects of family ties and the potential separation of 
those ties, and examining the interactive effect of gender, can significantly expand the 
literature on English language acquisition.  Controls for the influence of institutional 
structures and social/economic factors on language acquisition were included in this study, 
but the chapter’s primary focus was the role of family networks in driving language 
acquisition.   
 The data analysis was conducted on a nationally representative sample of immigrants 
and employed a regression framework to test whether ties to particular family members (e.g., 
American spouses, children in the U.S., fathers outside the U.S.) influence self-reported 
English language ability.  There were some shortcomings to our sample of immigrants that 
are important to mention now and are discussed in more detail later in the chapter.  One was 
the lack of knowledge about the language spoken by the different tie contacts (i.e., only 
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information on the respondent’s language is available).  The second was the selectivity of the 
sample (i.e., there are very few undocumented immigrants included in the sample, and there 
is an over-sample of long-term, legal immigrants). 
 However, these limitations are not expected to lessen the impact of this research.  
Even without the researcher’s being able to test directly the effect of having ties to English 
versus native speakers, this research adds to our understanding of how the separation of ties 
and gender influence English language acquisition.  As the previous research has shown, 
there are strong findings for how family ties influence language acquisition in the U.S., and 
this research can be built on by looking at separation of ties and gender without making an 
assumption regarding the language of ties.  While the research may not be able to distinguish 
clearly between the effects of ties to English-speaking children in the U.S. versus non-
English speaking children living abroad, it sought to examine the potential effect of having 
ties to children in the U.S. versus abroad.  Furthermore, even if we were able to control for 
English language use across all tie relationships, several tie relationships were likely to have 
so few respondents speaking English that the measure would be a virtual constant.   
 Similarly, the study’s lack of undocumented immigrants and the over-sample of long-
term, legal immigrants are likely to affect the magnitude but not the direction of its effects.  
For example, undocumented immigrants are less likely to have completely intact families, are 
more likely to have the majority of their family ties outside the U.S., and are likely to have 
lower measures of human capital (e.g., education or employment).  At the same time, they 
are also likely to have significantly lower levels of English language ability.  It is also 
possible that their lack of English language ability is more dependent on human capital 
factors than social capital as compared to documented immigrants.  In contrast, long-term, 
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legal immigrants are likely to be more successful overall, have the majority of their family 
ties in the U.S., and also have significantly better English skills and human capital measures.  
If these assumptions are accepted, then our results may overestimate the effect of social 
capital and may underestimate the effects of human capital.  Given these assumptions, it is 
also possible that the results underestimate the effects of family ties outside of the U.S.  
Future research should seek to replicate the results with controls for language use of the tie 
and a wider array of documented and undocumented respondents. 
Previous Research  
 Stepping back from a consideration of the limitations, it is clear that much work has 
been done on the topic of immigrant assimilation and, in particular, language acquisition.  
Assimilation is a broadly defined concept that considers many aspects of an immigrant’s life 
and can be applied with either the lens of the changes being made by the individual or the 
changes being made by the community around him or her.  Language acquisition is a subset 
of the broader concept of assimilation, but is one of the most critical components to any 
assimilation journey.  Language is the tool we use to construct our world, describe our values 
and beliefs, and share these with other people.  The following pages review the literature on 
assimilation, language acquisition and the social and economic factors that sometimes 
influence these cultural transitions.   
Assimilation  
Scholars disagree about what assimilation is (Alba & Nee, 2003; Berry, 1980, 1989; 
Gans, 1979; Gordon, 1964) and about how it is accomplished (Alba & Nee, 2003; Park, 
1928; Shibutani & Kwan, 1965; Warner & Srole, 1945).  Although most scholars have 
argued that assimilation is a social learning process of some sort, it has been conceptualized 
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as an individual learning process (Park, 1928), a group learning process internal to the 
immigrant community (Warner & Srole, 1945), and a generational learning process (Gordon, 
1964).  However, across these different conceptualizations, assimilation is still fundamentally 
about learning the norms, values, beliefs, politics, and language of a group of people who are 
different from their own. 
 Until the last 10-15 years, Gordon’s (1964) structural framework was the dominant 
theory in the field, arguing that each generation becomes closer to mainstream American 
society as they move through a series of seven dimensions of assimilation, beginning with 
acculturation.  Gordon identified acculturation as the cultural learning dimension, and he 
argued that it begins with language acquisition.  To be fully assimilated in Gordon’s model, 
an immigrant has to resemble a non-immigrant on all seven dimensions, which for Gordon 
meant that it could not realistically be accomplished by a first-generation immigrant.1   
 Following on the heels of the U.S. civil rights movement in the late 1960s, several 
authors (e.g., Glazer &Moynihan, 1970) began to criticize Gordon’s framework, noting that 
many ethnic and racial minority immigrant groups never became part of the White American 
mainstream.  These critiques were the beginnings of what became known as segmented 
assimilation theory (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Rumbaut, 2005; Zhou, 1997).  Segmented 
assimilation theory asserts that differences in human and social capital factors among 
immigrants structure a downward sloping pattern of assimilation for ethnic and racial 
minority groups, similar to the pattern we see among native-born minority groups.  In this 
theory, minority immigrants only rarely become part of mainstream America and are most 
likely to become part of the working poor.  According to this theory, the three factors that 
                                                 
1 The seven dimensions of assimilation according to Gordon (1964) are acculturation, structural, marital, 
identity, prejudice, discrimination, and civic, with each dimension indicating a distinct difference between 
immigrants and non-immigrants. 
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play a joint role in determining a downward assimilation path for many immigrant groups are 
socioeconomic status, modes of incorporation (e.g., living in an immigrant enclave or going 
to schools with a large proportion of ethnic/racial minority students), and lack of strong 
family structure (e.g., intact families that live together). 
 More recently, others have sought to define assimilation in terms of its effects, stating 
that an assimilated individual is one for whom having the status of immigrant no longer 
distinguishes him/her in terms of life outcomes (Alba & Nee, 2003).  Alba and Nee, 
however, appeared to shy away from defining a single American mainstream, allowing a 
myriad of “mainstreams” to exist, and they do not really resolve the question that segmented 
assimilation raises—that is, whether migrants “learn” or assimilate to minority group status.  
This is why, in a recent article, Haller, Lynch and Portes (2011) referred to Alba and Nee’s 
work as a “vigorous attempt to rescue the assimilation perspective from oblivion” (p. 45).  In 
a reply, Alba, Kasinitz, and Waters (2011) argued that there is in fact empirical precision to 
the definition of “the mainstream,” focused on where members of the local majority group 
are “at home.” They favored measuring the perceptions of the respondents themselves rather 
than simply assuming everyone is “at home” in a single, dominant mainstream defined by the 
researcher.  They argued that just because “the mainstream” is heterogenous in their theory 
does not make it imprecise.  Alba, Kasinitz, and Waters also noted similarities in their 
perspective to segmented assimilation theory, most notably the fact that the key drivers of 
assimilation success are the same: socioeconomic status, modes of incorporation, and family 
structure.  They also noted the addition of cultural creativity defined by Kasinitz et al. (2008), 
who argue that successful immigrants combine the cultural norms and scripts of their parents 
with those of American society. 
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 The debate on the process of assimilation is still open, but all authors whose work has 
been reviewed agreed that English language acquisition is a critical component to any 
assimilation journey.  This means that the findings from this chapter are directly relevant to 
authors from many different theoretical camps.  It is also noteworthy that the role of family 
structure continues to arise as a consistent factor across these different theoretical camps in 
two ways: (a) as sources of information and resources (Alba & Nee, 2003); and (b) as a 
limiting factor, such as the case of divorced or absent parents (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).  
Continued work in this area is needed to fully understand the effects of families on the 
assimilation process and, although beyond the scope of this chapter, the findings on language 
acquisition will suggest ways in which families do influence assimilation.  The findings may 
also provide an additional lens for other authors to engage in these debates. 
Language Acquisition  
Language acquisition is often considered the first step in any assimilation process 
because it opens the door for greater cultural exposure, access to jobs, and building networks 
with the native-born population (Gordon, 1964).  The literature on language acquisition 
covers a wide variety of disciplines including education, biology, sociology and psychology.  
In general, the literature on the role of families in language acquisition focuses on three 
topics: (a) the strategic choices and consequences of being bilingual; (b) the parent-child 
relationship developed around language; and (c) the role of spouses in language acquisition.  
Two factors in addition to family ties also stand out as potentially important: separation of 
ties and the influence of gender on ties and language acquisition.  The remainder of this 
section reviews major literature related to these areas of research. 
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 Until the 1960s, most of the literature assumed that preserving any foreign language 
would be detrimental to future generations of immigrants.  The consensus was that 
bilingualism and cognitive development were negatively correlated (Hakuta, 1986).  It was 
not until Peal and Lambert (1962) showed that, among French-Canadian children, bilinguals 
out-performed monolinguals on several cognitive aptitude tests that the established opinion 
began to change.  One of the innovations that Peal and Lambert made in their study was 
separating fluent bilinguals from limited bilinguals.  Although this distinction biased their 
results in favor of high-achieving children, it also clearly showed that there were degrees of 
bilingualism and that they were positively associated with cognitive development.  
Subsequent research in this area has upheld the findings (e.g., Portes & Hao, 2002; Rumbaut 
& Ima, 1988). 
 More recently, there has been debate around what specifically about bilingualism 
leads to a positive correlation with cognitive development.  Mouw and Xie (1999) introduced 
the theory that perhaps it was improved communication with parents.  They demonstrated 
their point by showing that when parents are fluent in English, the effect of bilingualism on 
cognitive development disappears.  However, Mouw and Xie’s finding was not supported by 
Portes and Hao (2002), who showed that the effect of bilingualism remained even when 
parents spoke fluent English.  Portes and Hao posited that being bilingual does more than just 
facilitate communication with parents; it also adds to the cultural repertoire of the bilingual 
person.  Their mastery of two languages gives them access to more cultural information and a 
broader network of people. 
 Other research into bilingualism has demonstrated that language use can be context-
dependent (Hakimzadeh & Cohn, 2007) or define specific roles within families (Hurtado & 
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Vega, 2004; Ishizawah, 2004;).  Hakimzadeh and Cohn found that English language use in 
the home happens more slowly than it does in other social settings, and they estimated that 
only 7% of foreign-born Hispanics report using English at home.  Ishizawah found that the 
trend to not acquire English or to acquire only limited bilingual skills in immigrant 
households is strongly influenced by the presence of multi-generational family relations 
living in the same household.  Families that had three generations in the same household 
tended to display more use of the native language by children in the household and much less 
use of English.  In a similar vein, Hurtado and Vega utilized data from the National Chicano 
Survey and the California Identity Project to examine the role of the language shift from 
Spanish to English among Latino immigrants.  Not surprisingly, the findings suggested that 
over time there is a shift among younger generations from using Spanish to using English.  
What is interesting, however, is that in situations where family ties persist across generations, 
bilingualism of Spanish and English is the most likely result.   
 The findings of Ishizawah (2004) and Hurtado and Vega (2004) were in some ways 
complementary and in other ways contradictory.  Both found that families exert significant 
influences on language acquisition, and both argued that multi-generational families can act 
as buffers against the loss of the native language.  Where they differed was on the question of 
bilingualism and, in particular, English language acquisition. Ishizawah (2004) found that 
multi-generational families may slow members’ adoption of English, where Hurtado and 
Vega (2004) found no effect on English language acquisition. 
 The literature on language acquisition has also looked at the relationship between 
parents and children; in particular, research has examined the role parents play in preserving 
the heritage culture and the role children play as conduits to the English-speaking world.  A 
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consistent finding across this field of study has been that parent-child relationships among 
immigrant families both shape and are shaped by the use of language (Bacallao & 
Smokowski, 2006; Moua & Lamborn, 2010; Ng, 2007;Oh & Fuligni , 2009).   
 Moua and Lamborn (2010) noted that ethnic socialization practices by immigrant 
parents help strengthen the connection their children have to their heritage culture.  These 
ethnic socialization practices include native language use in the home, encouraging marriage 
ties to other ethnics, taking part in cultural events, sharing the history and stories of their 
people, and preparing traditional foods.  Moua and Lamborn (2010) also found that, of all of 
the different socialization practices, native language use in the home has the most enduring 
effect on maintaining the heritage culture over time.  They noted, however, that there are 
both benefits and drawbacks to this tendency.  The benefit is that children become bilingual, 
which is consistent with previous research (Hakimzadeh & Cohn, 2007; Portes & Hao, 
2002).  The drawback, however, is that parents tend not to become bilingual and become 
reliant on their children when interacting with the English-speaking world.  Moua and 
Lamborn argued that this effect fundamentally changes the parent-child relationship, with the 
power dynamic being reversed: parents become dependent on children rather than the other 
way around.   
 Other researchers have expanded on this research to suggest what happens in multi-
generational households (Ng, 2007) and what happens when children do not learn the 
heritage language (Oh and Fuligini, 2009).  Ng examined the relationship between first-
generation grandparents, second-generation parents, and third-generation grandchildren.  
What he found was that few third-generation grandchildren spoke sufficient levels of their 
native language to have a strong connection with their grandparents.  In fact, the relationship 
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largely depended on their parents’ acting as intermediaries or translators for conversations 
across the generations.  Oh and Fuligni studied the effects of adolescents’ language use on 
the parent-child relationship.  The investigators found that, while use of English had no 
effect, a child’s unwillingness or inability to use the native language did have a strong, 
negative effect on the parent-child relationship.  The implication is that being bilingual is 
fine, but the relationship between parents and children, at least among first-generation 
immigrants, seems to heavily depend on the ability (or willingness) of the children to be 
bilingual. 
 The literature has also shown that, rather than just being translators for their parents, 
children who speak English actually help to improve English language use and acculturation 
in their parents (Bacallao & Smokowski, 2006).  This finding came out of a larger research 
project examining the ways in which Mexican family structure changed after immigration 
into the United States.  Bacallao and Smokowski surveyed adolescents and parents from 10 
undocumented Mexican families.  As part of their work, they found that adolescents help 
parents assimilate into American culture by bringing English into the home and taking 
parents out into the English-speaking world, often by involving parents in school, sports, and 
community activities.  Bacallao and Smokowski noted the transition is rarely harmonious but 
often beneficial in the end.   
 Outside of the parent-child relationship, the spouse-to-spouse relationship has also 
garnered attention in the literature on language acquisition.  The research has examined both 
the case of marrying an English-speaking spouse and that of marrying a non-English 
speaking spouse.  Meng and Meurs (2009) examined the effects of intermarriage with 
English-speaking U.S. citizens and English language acquisition.  They found that 
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immigrants who have some degree of bilingualism in English tend to intermarry and shortly 
thereafter improve their English skills and, consequently, job prospects.  The argument they 
made is that, more often than not, a U.S. spouse speaks only English and, therefore, English 
becomes the dominant language in the household.  In addition, they noted that, even in 
situations where the U.S. spouse is bilingual, the spouse tends to encourage the adoption of 
English and provide opportunities for his/her spouse to learn (e.g., speaking English in the 
home, paying for English classes, interaction with English-speaking friends and family).   
 Conversely, studies have found, marrying a non-English speaking person is often a 
barrier to speaking English (Chaney, 2010; Meng and Meurs, 2009; Moua and Lamborn, 
2010; Tse, 2001).   When marrying someone who speaks the same native language, an 
immigrant has little incentive to communicate in a language that seems unfamiliar to both 
spouses, and thus the more common language of communication will be the native language.  
Sharing a more comfortable common language eliminates the opportunity to practice and 
build English skills. 
 The relationship between language acquisition and family ties can be influenced by 
other factors as well, including gender or separation of ties across countries.  A blind spot not 
often addressed in the literature on language acquisition is the effect of separation of family 
ties (e.g., family members living back in the home country).  Some research has begun to 
look at how family ties and acculturation influence one another (Livingston, 2006; Soehl and 
Waldinger, 2010), but the majority of work has focused on families that are co-located.  For 
the most part, Livingston found, the assumption is that parents and children live in the same 
household, but this is often not the case, especially for Hispanic immigrants.  Livingston also 
found that, among Hispanic immigrants, it is common for at least one parent or child to be 
27 
living in the country of origin.  The more recent study by Soehl and Waldinger found 
evidence that these relationships often weaken as immigrants acculturate to life in the U.S.  
In particular, their research showed a relationship between greater fluency in English and 
decreased ties to the home country.  They argued that, as a result of speaking English better, 
immigrants tended to increase their social ties within the U.S. and the ties they had back in 
their home country tended to weaken.  The effect was greater for English dominant 
individuals than bilinguals, but there was a significant effect for both.  Soehl and Waldinger 
also found that respondents who spoke at least some English were less likely to send money 
back home or call relatives living in a foreign country than other immigrants who did not 
speak English, controlling for other social and human capital factors.   
 The effect of gender on language acquisition has also been largely ignored in the 
literature, with most of the research focusing on males (Howe, 1976) or including gender, but 
not specifically addressing it in the literature review or results (Rumbaut, 1994; Zhou & 
Bankston, 1996).  Recent research, however, has found evidence to suggest that female 
immigrant children are more likely to be fluently bilingual than their male siblings (Portes & 
Hao, 2002).  The researchers argued that girls are more likely to be found among fluent 
bilinguals because of their greater attachment to families and their roles as language brokers 
for their parents.   
 This finding that second-generation females are systematically different from their 
male counterparts is echoed in other areas of the migration literature.  For example, research 
has shown that women are more likely to draw on their kin networks than men in order to 
find a job (Livingston, 2006), even when those jobs may not expand their options in the labor 
pool (Hagan, 2011).   
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 Transnational parenting is also common for Hispanic women who come to the U.S., 
which presents a unique set of challenges in terms of maintaining networks over long 
distances (Mahler 1999, 2001; Parrenas, 2005).  Research has shown that, while increases in 
global telecommunications technology has allowed for more frequent “virtual” contact via 
phone, this virtual contact has not translated into an ability to maintain strong emotional 
connections or intimacy among the family members (Mahler, 1999, 2001; Parrenas, 2005).  
Transnational mothers may have less need to learn English given that their children live 
abroad and the mothers might plan on returning to their home countries.  Research also 
suggests that Hispanic women spend more time at home taking care of children than their 
male counterparts, which may expose them less often to English (Hakimzadeh & Coh, 2007).  
This chapter looks more closely at how women and men differ in terms of language 
acquisition and the influence of family ties on language acquisition.   
Social/Economic/Institutional Factors  
Outside of family networks and the influence of gender and separation of ties, several 
other factors may influence whether an immigrant makes a deliberate attempt to learn 
English.  These include country of origin, a social/economic need (e.g., access to better jobs) 
or an institutional requirement (e.g., admission to school or ability to access healthcare).  In 
addition to these factors, research has also shown that ethnic enclaves can play a role in 
insulating immigrants from English and delaying language acquisition.  While this chapter is 
focused on the effect of family networks on language acquisition, a brief overview is also 
provided of these other sources of influence.  Unfortunately, the data used for this study do 
not allow for this research to control for living in an ethnic enclave. 
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 One influence on English language acquisition, which may not be commonly 
considered, is country of origin.  That is, the country an immigrant comes from can influence 
how quickly that person learns English.  In particular, research has shown that Puerto Rican 
and South American Hispanic groups are among the fastest to acquire English, while 
Mexican immigrants are among the slowest (Hakimzadeh & Coh, 2007; Livert & Otheguy, 
2010).  Hakimzadeh and Coh argued that exposure to English may have some effects.  They 
suggested that, as Puerto Ricans have been exposed to English over a longer period of time, 
they therefore have a greater familiarity with the language before immigrating.  Livert and 
Otheguy suggested a different cause for South Americans.  They suggested that South 
Americans are less likely to live in large ethnic enclaves as do other, more numerous Latino 
groups, and therefore will be exposed to more English language use while living in the U.S.   
 The desire to learn English can also be influenced by the perceived social or 
economic need at risk (Echevarria, Short & Powers, 2006).  English language use has been 
shown to increase access to a wider pool of better-paying jobs and often motivates potential 
job seekers to improve their language ability (Echevarria, Short & Powers, 2006; Hwang, Xi, 
& Cao, 2010; Orrenius & Zavodny, 2009; Tse, 2001).  Speaking English also decreases 
barriers to accessing social services like food stamps and state-run healthcare (Harari, Davis, 
& Heisler, 2009).  Individuals may also improve their English to help themselves achieve 
personal goals in life.  Proctor et al. (2010), for example, determined that immigrants who 
wish to pursue higher education have a difficult time without proficiency in English.  
Similarly, Burr and Mutchler (2003) used Census data to show that older non-English 
speaking immigrants are less likely to be living independently unless they live within an 
ethnic enclave. Shihadeh and Barranco (2010) found a strong relationship between poor 
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English-language ability and the likelihood of falling victim to crime.  Huarin and Rosethnal 
(2009) showed that home ownership and driver’s license use are lower among non-English 
speaking immigrants compared to English speaking immigrants with similar financial, social, 
and educational characteristics.   
 In addition to meeting an economic need or an institutional requirement, English 
language acquisition may also be influenced by the environment that surrounds the 
immigrants.  Upon migrating to the U.S., many immigrants settle in communities of others 
like themselves, called ethnic enclaves.  Ethnic enclaves are neighborhoods with high 
concentrations of ethnic members and also with concentrated social resources that help 
immigrants establish themselves financially and socially.  Research has shown social ties 
within enclaves can help immigrants find jobs (Sanders & Nee, 1987) or start their own 
businesses (Portes & Jensen, 1989).  However, enclaves can also close immigrants off from 
job opportunities by restricting access to more lucrative, external job markets (Nee, Sanders, 
& Sernau, 1994; Pfeffer & Parra, 2009).  Thus, while the literature on the effects of ethnic 
enclaves does not offer information on the relative importance of specific social ties, it does 
offer evidence of the power of social ties within the community. 
 Information about where participants live, including whether they live in ethnic 
enclaves, was not released in this data, as a measure to protect respondent confidentiality.  
The lack of such data presented a challenge for measuring the effect of social ties because, as 
just discussed, ethnic enclaves are areas of dense concentration of family and other social 
ties.  Not controlling for where an immigrant lives could overestimate the effect of family 
ties by attributing causal weight to those ties when in fact it is the broader ethnic enclave in 
which the immigrant is embedded that is the driving factor.  Future work will need to 
31 
examine the effect of family ties net of ethnic enclaves and consider this current research as 
suggestive of trends. 
 English language acquisition brings with it considerable benefits, as do other forms of 
acculturation.  As described in this literature review, there are also several social factors that 
influence whether or not Hispanic immigrants to the U.S. actually acquire English language 
skills; chief among these factors is the family network.  The goal of this research was to build 
on this literature by examining three questions that have been understudied in the research to 
date: 
1. Does the separation of ties across countries positively or negatively affect English 
language acquisition? 
2. Do ties to different family members (e.g., spouses, parents, or children) influence 
English language acquisition in different ways? 
3. Do men and women differ in how their family ties affect language acquisition? 
Survey and Sample 
The New Immigrant Survey (Jasso et al., 2003) interviewed a representative sample of 
recently legalized U.S. immigrants based on a stratified probability sampling of all recently 
legalized immigrants in the period of May - November 2003.  The sample included all 
immigrants, newborns and older, stratified by immigration category (spouse of U.S. citizen, 
employment principal, diversity principal, and other) and sampled by geographic area (large 
metropolitan statistical areas [MSAs] and less dense areas).  The data were collected via 
face-to-face interviews in the preferred language of the respondent.  In any situation where 
the sampled individual was a minor, a proxy interviewee was sought.  The total sample size 
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of the adult study was 12,500 immigrants, and the subsample of Hispanic immigrants had a 
total sample size of 2,965, which represents roughly 24% of the original sample.   
Within this Hispanic subsample, all four strata were present:  (a) Spouse of U.S.  
citizens (21.1%); (b) Employment Principals (6.8%); (c) Diversity Principals (2.0%); and (d) 
Other Principals (70.2%) (Jasso et al., 2003).  Employment principals are immigrants who 
are given visas because they are being sponsored by some business or organization.  
Diversity principals are granted visas via a lottery system for immigrants from under-
represented countries.  Other principals include refugees, family reunification immigrants, 
children of U.S. citizens, and spouses of permanent residents.  This stratified design required 
the use of probability weights and identification of the sampling strata to reflect the fact that 
the sample design is not a simple random sample (Jasso et al., 2003).  The method for 
addressing this complex sample design is described in more detail in the Methods section. 
In the NIS, the top 85 most densely populated Metropolitan Statistical Areas were 
sampled along with the top 38 most densely populated counties, which housed 89% of the 
sample.  The response rate for the entire study sample (n=12,500) was 70%; only 12% were 
refusals, with 18% unable to be located by phone.  This is a very good response rate, on par 
with other top surveys of Latino populations (e.g., Latino National Political Survey 1989-
1990 had a 74% response rate among Latinos) (de la Garza et al., 1990).  There was not a 
separate breakdown for response rates among the Hispanic subsample.   
It is important to note that there were limitations in the ability to generalize the 
inferences from this dataset, specifically the fact that they do not apply to current 
undocumented immigrants or immigrants who have not yet begun the process of permanent 
legalization.  However, being able to draw statistical inferences about all legal Hispanic 
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immigrants was a significant improvement over other studies.  Moreover, although the 
sample only included legalized immigrants, those sampled had a variety of migratory 
histories including illegal border crossers (8% weighted); visa abusers (13% weighted); and 
refugees (4% weighted)2.  Additional limitations and considerations of the data and this 
research are addressed in the Discussion section. 
Measures 
Measuring English Language Proficiency 
In the broadest sense, language proficiency is the ability of an individual to speak or 
perform in an acquired language, and it is a combination of both accuracy and fluency.  
Accuracy means a firm command of the grammar and a wide vocabulary, while fluency is 
the ability to be understood by native and non-native speakers.  In everyday speech when 
people say “proficiency” they often do not distinguish between accuracy and fluency. 
 Despite proficiency’s being broken into two components on a conceptual level (i.e., 
fluency and accuracy), most measurement of proficiency outside of the field of linguistics is 
done purely on fluency.  The most common method of measurement is a self-reported ability 
to speak and understand the language (Hurtado & Vega, 2004).  This is usually a split-item 
question that first asks about ability to speak the language and a follow-up question that asks 
about the ability to understand the language.  When authors have been interested only in the 
use of language they have preferred a single-item asking only about the frequency of use 
(e.g., Guardado, 2002).  The question on frequency of use does not probe on the ability to 
use; instead, it asks only how often a person uses the language in different contexts (e.g., 
within the family, at work, in social situations).   
                                                 
2 A detailed discussion of the impact of this selectivity on the interpretation of the results is provided in the 
discussion section. 
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 A less common approach, but arguably a more accurate measure of true proficiency, 
is to use observational methods to determine language ability.  For example, Livert and 
Otheguy (2010) defined English language ability by looking at the grammar construction of 
non-native speakers and agreeing on certain inflection points (e.g., pronoun usage, 
conditional sentence usage) that they would identify to classify subjects’ language ability.  
Unfortunately, the data used for this study do not have this level of detail, and the researcher 
therefore used a self-reported measure of language proficiency that predominantly focuses on 
fluency (both speaking and understanding). 
 Respondents are first asked, in either English or Spanish (depending on their choice 
of interview language), “How well would you say you understand English when someone is 
speaking to you?” Next, respondents are asked, “How well would you say you speak 
English?” The modal category across both questions and for both men and women is “not 
well.”  The full answer categories are “very well,” “well,” “not well,” and “not at all.” The 
categories range from 4 for “native-speaking equivalency” to 1 for “not at all.”  Testing the 
correlation between these two questions in the NIS data set of Latino immigrants (Jasso et al., 
2003), the Pearson correlation was found to be r=.95.  A high correlation such as this 
suggests that the two variables are likely measuring the same concept.  If this is the case, then 
summing the two variables into an index might offer a better measure of the concept of 
“English language ability” than either measure could provide on its own.  Scores for the 
summed variables ranged from 2 to 8.  As an additional test of this index, all variable models 
used in this chapter were also tested on the English language variables separately, as well as 
on the combined English language index.  No significant differences were noted in the 
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structure of the regression models.  That is, the same variables were significant in both and 
related in similar ways to the dependent variable.3 
 Table 1 shows the distribution of the two dependent variables of English language 
ability.   
Table 1 
  
Distribution of English Language Ability in the NIS, by gender 
(weighted)1   
    
Ability to understand English2 Total Men (n=998) 
Women 
(n=1232) 
Very well 18% 22% 15%
Well 26% 31% 22%
Not well 23% 32% 36%
Not at all 22% 15% 27%
Ability to speak English3   Men (n=998) 
Women 
(n=1232) 
Very well 13% 15% 11%
Well 22% 27% 18%
Not well 37% 38% 36%
Not at all 28% 20% 35%
1 Correlation of understanding and speaking English (r=0.95)   
2 Chi-square test, understanding English by gender (df=3, chi=69.22, p=0.000)  
3 Chi-square test, speaking English by gender (df=3, chi=70.27, p=0.000)  
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al., 2003)    
    
As Table 1 illustrates, both distributions are skewed toward less English language ability, but 
they are less skewed for men than they are for women.  That is, a higher percentage of men 
tended to say that they understand and speak English very well (22% and 15%, respectively) 
as compared to the percentage of women who reported the same thing (15% and 11%, 
respectively).  The chi-square tests confirmed that there are significant gender differences for 
both understanding English (df=3, chi=69.22, p=0.000) and speaking English (df=3, 
chi=70.27, p=0.000).  In sum, Table 1 confirms that there is an effect of gender on English 
                                                 
3 Results available from the author upon request. 
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language ability in this dataset.  However, unlike previous findings that suggested women 
speak and understand English better, these univariate findings suggest men speak and 
understand English better in this sample.  This disparity may be a result of differences 
between this sample and the sample that the samples used by other authors.  While Portes 
and Hao (2002) were looking specifically at a sample of second generation children, the New 
Immigrant Survey sample contained first-generation immigrants.  Moreover, among this 
sample of first-generation immigrants, the majority of women came to the U.S. under a 
family reunification visa, not an employment visa.  It is possible that these women are 
spending more time in the household and therefore have had less exposure to English-
speaking environments.   
Kin Ties 
In this chapter, ties were measured as self-reported contacts between family members 
as recorded in the main roster file.  Enumerating household members is a common practice in 
many household surveys, but what the NIS has done that is unique is ask about immediate 
non-household family members.  Immediate family members is defined in reference to a list 
of relationships that extend up to three steps away from the interviewee.  (For example, my 
mother’s sister’s son (i.e., my cousin) would have been the farthest immediate family 
member.)  The names were generated in 3 steps: 1. Interviewer asked for an enumeration of 
household members and probes on relationship status; 2. Interviewer asked about 
relationships to other immediate family members; 3. Interviewer asked about any additional 
family members or friends with whom the respondent engages in common activities like 
those to whom the person sends monetary remittances, persons known through a family 
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business, persons to whom the respondent loans money, and anyone who was instrumental 
during the respondent’s migration journey. 
This study was interested in whether immigrants have ties to certain family members 
and, if so, whether they are in the U.S. or not.  The study was also interested in the potential 
effect of gender on the relationship between family ties and language acquisition.  To this 
end, included in the study were indicators of family ties to mother, father, children, and 
spouse, each differentiated by separation (i.e., in or out of the U.S.).  For each of these ties 
the specific number of dummy variables (i.e., 0/1 indicator variables) differed slightly based 
on the available information about the tie.  For instance, the dummy variables describing 
children included a measure of whether there is at least one child in the U.S., out of the U.S., 
or in both places.  The omitted category for this variable was never having children (or at 
least none reported).  For both a respondent’s mother and father, there were variables 
indicating where the parent is (e.g., in the U.S. or out of the U.S.), with the omitted category 
being a deceased or non-reported parent.  For spouses, the dummies included having an 
American spouse living in the U.S., a non-American spouse living in the U.S., a non-
American spouse living out of the U.S., being divorced, or having never been married.  The 
omitted category for spouse was never having been married. 
Table 2 (below) illustrates the percentage of men and women who reported having 
each of the family ties listed.   
Table 2 
  
Family Tie Distributions, by gender (weighted) 
   
Tie Types % in Sample 
Spouses1 
Men 
(n=998) 
Women  
(n=1232) 
Divorced 2% 4% 
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Widowed <1% 5% 
Married, Non-American Spouse living inside US 57% 53% 
Married, Non-American Spouse living outside US 11% 11% 
Married, American Spouse living inside US 8% 10% 
Never married (omitted category) 22% 17% 
Children2   
Has some deceased children 2% 4% 
Has children, all living inside US 45% 54% 
Has children all living outside US 9% 6% 
Has children living in and out of US 13% 16% 
Does not have children (omitted category) 31% 20% 
Parents3,4   
Mother living inside US 16% 14% 
Mother living outside US 66% 60% 
Mother is deceased (omitted category) 18% 26% 
Father living inside US 16% 14% 
Father outside US 49% 46% 
Father is deceased (omitted category) 35% 40% 
1 Chi-square test, spouse ties by gender (df=4, chi=46.63, p=0.000)  
2 Chi-square test, children ties by gender (df=4, chi=60.39, p=0.000)  
3 Chi-square test, mother ties by gender (df=2, chi=16.91, p=0.000)  
4 Chi-square test, father ties by gender (df=2, chi=7.78, p=0.000)  
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al., 2003) 
  
There are four major categories of family ties represented in the table–-spouses, children, and 
parents (mother and father).  Chi-square tests on each of these categories across gender 
showed a significant difference.  The findings are summarized below, highlighting 
differences in percentages that were greater than or equal to 4%; but it should be noted that 
there were only moderate differences in ties across genders.  Within ties to spouses (df=4, 
chi=46.63, p=0.000), the biggest percentage differences were between those who have never 
been married (22% of men and 17% of women), those who are widowed (<1% of men and 
5% of women), and those living with a non-American spouse in the U.S. (57% of men and 
53% of women).  Looking at ties to children (df=4, chi=60.39, p=0.000), the biggest gender 
differences involved having all children in the U.S. (45% of men and 54% of women) and 
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not having any children (31% of men, but only 20% of women).  Gender differences in ties 
to parents divided into ties to mothers (df=2, chi=16.91, p=0.000) and ties to fathers (df=2, 
chi=7.78, p=0.000).  Among ties to mothers, more men than women have mothers living 
outside the U.S. (66% of men compared to 60% of women), and fewer men have deceased 
mothers (18% of men compared to 26% of women).  Among ties to fathers, the only 
significant gender difference was that fewer men had deceased fathers than women (35% of 
men compared to 40% of women). 
Control variables: Education 
Language acquisition depends most directly on the study of the language, but also 
important is a person’s general educational background.  As individuals progress through 
their educational process, their exposure to and experience with the nuances of language, as 
well as learning in general, increases.  To control for these experiences, education was 
included and measured with four dummy variables (primary education, secondary education, 
postsecondary education, and postgraduate education), with the comparison category being a 
primary education.  Unfortunately, it is a limitation of these data that where respondents were 
educated is unknown.   
Table 3 (below) shows that men and women are evenly matched on this variable, with 
only slightly more women falling into the primary education category than men. 
Table 3 
 
Control variables distribution, by gender 
(weighted)            
  
Men 
(n=998)  
Women  
(n=1232) 
Control Variables  Mean 
Std.  
Dev.
% of 
sample  Mean 
Std.  
Dev. 
% of 
sample 
Education1         
Primary Education    17%    19% 
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Secondary Education    59%    57% 
Postsecondary Education    16%    16% 
Postgraduate Education    8%    8% 
Human Capital2,3         
Unemployed    16%    48% 
Grew up in a rural area    45%    43% 
Language Study4         
Studied English before     
migrating    33%    28% 
Visa Status5         
Refugee Status    5%    4% 
Visa status changed from 
undocumented to Legalized    26%    23% 
Employment Visa Immigrant    12%    5% 
Diversity Visa Immigrant    4%    2% 
Other Visa Immigrant    12%    11% 
Family Reunification 
Immigrant    41%    55% 
Country of Origin6         
Mexico    37%    43% 
Columbia    4%    5% 
Cuba    6%    5% 
Dominican Republic    6%    6% 
El Salvador    20%    17% 
Guatemala    8%    6% 
Peru    4%    4% 
Other, Latin America    15%    13% 
Migration context7,8,9         
Age at time of migration  27.5 13.7 --  29.8 14.3 -- 
Circular immigration    5%    5%
Length of time in US  9.65 7.41 --  8.53 7.15 -- 
1  Chi-square test, education by gender (df=3, chi=4.77, p=0.189) 
2 Chi-square test, unemployed by gender (df=1, chi=250.21, p=0.000) 
3 Chi-square test, grew up in rural area by gender (df=1, chi=1.22, p=0.270) 
4 Chi-square test, studied English before migrating by gender (df=1, chi=6.80, p=0.009) 
5 Chi-square test, visa status by gender (df=5, chi=63.72, p=0.000) 
6 Chi-square test, country of origin by gender (df=7, chi=12.04, p=0.099) 
7 T-test, age at time of migration by gender (t=3.796, p=0.0001) 
8 Chi-square test, circular migration by gender (df=1, chi=0.024, p=0.877) 
9 T-test, length of time in US by gender (t=3.635, p=0.0003) 
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al, 2003) 
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Control Variables: Human Capital 
Controls for employment were also included in Table 3, because those who are 
working may be more likely to interact with English speakers.  This may occur in two ways: 
they currently have a job that brings them into contact with English speakers, or they learn 
about the U.S. labor market through enclave jobs and may eventually “break into” it.  In a 
recent chapter, Chavez, Mouw, and Hagan (2010) found that the typical relationships 
between lower wages and working with a large number of non-English speakers only held in 
cross-sectional samples and that, over time, this relationship diminished.  They hypothesized 
that immigrants can learn about the U.S. labor market and improve their employment 
opportunities through experience in the enclave.  In either case, measuring the employment 
status of immigrant controls for an important relationship.  Therefore, a dummy variable for 
employment was included and coded as 1 for yes and 0 for no.  Table 3 shows that more 
women than men are unemployed (48% of women, compared to 16% of men) and that the 
chi-square tests showed this factor to be significant (df=1, chi=250.21, p=0.000).  Compared 
to all of the previous gender differences, this gap was significant and showed that nearly half 
of immigrant Latina women surveyed do not work. 
 Language exposure in early childhood can be extremely important for language 
acquisition.  In cosmopolitan areas such as capital cities or tourist areas, exposure to English 
is likely to be higher.  This exposure comes through access to media (e.g., the two most 
popular cable music TV channels, MTV and VH1), access to English-speaking tourists, or 
interaction with English-speaking business people.  To control for these possible effects, a 
variable was included that measures whether a respondent grew up in a rural area of their 
home country, coded 1 for yes and 0 for no.  No variable was available to identify living in a 
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rural area of the U.S.  Table 3 shows no significant difference between men and women 
(df=1, chi=1.22, p=0.270) on this variable, with 45% of men and 43% of women having 
grown up in rural areas. 
 The last human capital control variable included in the study was a control for having 
studied English prior to entering the U.S.  This variable was a critical control, given the 
outcome of English language proficiency.  Clearly, those who come to the U.S. with at least 
basic English skills will be on a fast track to acquiring the language.  The results between 
men and women showed a small but statistically significant difference (33% for men and 
28% for women; df=1, chi=6.80, p=.009). 
Control Variables: Visa Status 
Visa status was included as a proxy for the type of migratory experience.  Capturing 
this information was important because it is likely that those immigrants who independently 
immigrated to America to accept a job (i.e., employment immigrants) are different in terms 
of English language use than those immigrants who fled here from civil war (i.e., refugee 
immigrants) or those who may have arrived as spouses or children (i.e., family reunification 
immigrants).  Employment immigrants, for example, may have deliberately been studying 
English and have full intention to continue studying it while in the U.S.  Refugees, however, 
may not have had an opportunity to study English at all, and they may have several other 
priorities to take care of once they are here (e.g., safety, security, income) before having the 
luxury of studying English.  Different from both of these, family reunification immigrants 
may not have studied English and may be less inclined to do so immediately after 
immigrating with other family members.  To account for these differences in the context of 
exit from the home country and their potential effect on English language ability, six dummy 
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variables for immigration status were included in the study: refugee status, visa status 
changed from undocumented to legalized, employment visa immigrant, diversity visa 
immigrant, other visa immigrant, and family reunification, with family reunification as the 
reference category.  The results in Table 3 suggest that there are significant differences 
between men and women on visa status (df=5, chi=63.72, p=0.000).  Men are more likely to 
be employment immigrants (12% for men to 5% for women) while women are more likely to 
be family reunification (55% for women compared to 41% for men).  The omitted category 
for this variable was family reunification immigrants, because they form the largest 
immigrant category. 
Control Variables: Country of Origin 
The countries people live in help to set the context of their daily lives.  While some 
countries are still developing and perhaps coming out of a long period of economic 
stagnation or civil war (e.g., El Salvador), other countries have a long-established 
relationship with the U.S.  and share a common border (e.g., Mexico).  To account for any 
differences in countries of origin, eight country dummy variables were included as proxies 
for contexts of exit.  The variables were included because the study allowed that people from 
each of the Latin American countries have unique histories and reasons for immigrating to 
the United States.  The eight countries were Mexico, Columbia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Peru, and Other Latin American countries.  The reference category 
was Mexico, which is the country from where the majority of immigrants come.  The chi-
square test of significance for country of origin by gender was on the border of significance 
at a p<.10 level (df=7, chi=12.04, p=0.099).  The countries with the biggest differences in the 
gender makeup of the sample were Mexico and El Salvador.  Among Mexicans in the 
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sample, there were more men than women (43% compared to 37%).  In contrast, El Salvador 
had slightly more men than women (20% compared to 17%).  These percentages are similar 
to what was reported by the Department of Homeland Security (2008), which showed 
roughly a 50/50 split for men and women immigrants coming from Latino countries. 
Control Variables: Migration context 
For many immigrants their first long-term exposure to native English speakers will be 
when they first immigrate to the U.S.  Prior research has also shown that younger people are 
often able to pick up language at a quicker pace than older people (Bleakley & Chin, 2010).  
These two combined reasons suggested that age at the time of immigration could be 
important—that is, the first long-term exposure to English for someone at the age of 15 might 
have a tremendous impact on their ability to speak English, but the same experience at 45 
might have very little impact.  This variable was measured continuously and ranged from <1 
year (one person in the sample) to 65 (48 people in the sample).  A t-test on the difference in 
age by gender showed that women tend to be slightly older than men when they first 
immigrate (29.8 years old for women versus 27.5 years old for men; t=3.796, p=0.0001).  
This is likely related to the reason they migrate in the first place, which is more likely to be 
family reunification than employment. 
Also included was a measure of circular migration.  Circular migration indicates 
whether or not the respondents reported more than 1 return trip of more than 60 days since 
their initial immigration date (1=yes, 0=no).  Those making circular trips are likely to have 
stronger ties in the country of origin and also may have less concentrated exposure to English 
because they frequently leave America for long periods of time (Livingston, 2006).  For this 
reason, it was important to control for this type of immigrant.  Men and women did not differ 
45 
on this variable, with roughly 5% of each group engaging in circular migration (df=1, 
chi=0.024, p=0.877). 
The last control variable was length of time in the U.S., which included a running 
count of the amount of time an immigrant has spent here.  This variable was used as an 
exposure variable under the hypothesis that long-term exposure to English leads to greater 
English ability over time.  This variable was measured continuously from less than 0 to 49 
years.  On average, these results suggest, men spend almost a year more in the U.S. than 
women (9 years compared to 8 years; t=3.635, p=0.0003), but there is a large degree of 
variation around these point averages. 
Methods 
 This chapter tested three questions related to the effect of family ties on English 
language acquisition:   
 1. Does the separation of ties positively or negatively affect English language 
 acquisition?  
 2. Do ties to different family members (e.g., spouses, parents, or children) influence 
 English language acquisition in different ways?  
 3. Do men and women differ in how their family ties affect language acquisition? 
All questions were assessed with the dependent variable of English language ability.  
Because the variable was treated as continuous, a linear regression model was used, with 
sample weights and clustered errors applied to correct for the complex sample design.  All 
analysis was run in the statistical analysis program Stata (StataCorp, 2010). 
 All regression models and bivariate crosstabs took account of the stratified sample 
design using the methodology suggested by Jasso et al.’s (2003) New Immigrant Survey.  As 
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described earlier in the sample description section, the NIS used a complex sample design 
stratified by immigrant visa category.  To account for this stratification, the strata were 
specified within Stata and all errors were clustered by these strata.  In addition to these 
sampling strata, the survey designers also drew several replicates within the strata and across 
metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs), described in more detail in the sample design section.  
To allow each immigrant to represent a proportion of the sampling frame, design weights 
were created.  These design weights were specific in Stata and all results reflect the weighted 
results. 
 The first model focused on kin ties in a pooled gender sample, then a comparison was 
made of the results to models run on samples of men and women separately.  It was expected 
that the results would confirm previous findings on the relationship between parents and 
children and expand upon the understanding of separated ties as well as the interaction of 
gender and family ties.  Previous research has shown that ties to parents within the U.S. are 
likely to correlate with better English language ability because the children of these parents 
(the respondents) act as translators for their parents.4  In the absence of this role expectation 
(e.g., when parents are living in country of origin), lower English language ability was 
predicted.  Similarly, research has shown that ties to one’s children in the U.S. are likely to 
correlate with lower English ability because those children act as translators.  In the absence 
of having children in the U.S., higher English language ability was predicted.  Finally, 
research has shown that ties to American spouses are strongly correlated with better English 
ability.  In contrast, it was expected that, if someone has ties to a non-American spouse living 
                                                 
4  As mentioned earlier in the limitations section, the language used by individuals is not known for certain.  
So, while it is possible that first generation immigrant parents from Latin America are fluent in English, it is 
unlikely to be the case in any great quantity in this sample given that fewer than 1/5 of all immigrants say 
they speak English well and of those who say that 80% are under the age of 25. 
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abroad, they will have lower English language ability.  Research has suggested that women 
are more tightly bound to their families, given traditional cultural and societal role 
expectations.  Given this, it was expected that the magnitude of the family tie effect on 
language acquisition would be stronger for women but in the same direction as their male 
counterparts.  A note on language of ties: Although it is likely that family members in non-
English speaking countries do not speak fluent English, this was not an assumption that 
needed to be made to make the results informative.   
Results 
 The primary goal of this chapter was to build on the literature on English language 
acquisition by testing the effect of the separation of ties, ties to different family members 
(e.g., spouses), and the effect of gender on the relationship between family networks and 
language acquisition.  Results for each of the questions were first examined by looking at the 
results of the combined gender model and then looking at the results of the gender specific 
models. 
 To examine the effects of kin ties on English language acquisition, the researcher 
regressed ties to spouses, children, and parents on the dependent variable of English language 
ability (see Table 4, next page).   
Table 4 
 
Linear Regression Models testing the effect of family ties on the ability to speak/understand English (weighted, 
standardized) 1 
 
  Total Separated by gender   
Measures Model 1 
Men 
Model 2 
Women 
Model 3 
Gend. Diff.2
(Mod-els 2 
and 3) 
Ties to spouses    ** 
Divorced -0.01  0.00 
-
0.04  
Widowed  0.13 -0.82 
 
0.14  
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Has Non-American  spouse in US -0.25* -0.12* 
-
0.31*  
Has Non-America spouse out of US -0.26* -0.01 
-
0.43**  
Has America spouse  0.32***  0.27 
 
0.33***  
Never married -- -- --  
Ties to children    ** 
Has children who have died  0.06  0.09 
 
0.00  
Has children in US -0.39*** -0.24 
-
0.46***  
Has children out US -0.31* -0.33 
-
0.25  
Has children both in/out US -0.50*** -0.60** 
-
0.43*  
Never had children -- -- --  
Ties to parents     
Has mother in US  0.66***  0.66*** 
 
0.63***  
Has mother out US  0.04  0.05 
 
0.04  
Mother deceased -- -- --  
Has father in US  0.10  0.09 
 
0.10  
Has father out US  0.21  0.17 
 
0.23  
Father deceased -- -- --  
Human capital     
Unemployed -0.35***  0.11 
-
0.48*** *** 
Grew up in rural area -0.48*** -0.47*** 
-
0.49***  
Education    *** 
Primary Education -- -- --  
Secondary Education -0.17 -0.16 
-
0.17  
Postsecondary Education  0.16  0.38 
 
0.00  
Postgraduate Education  0.81***  0.95*** 
 
0.66**  
Language Study     
Studied English before migrating  0.62***  0.46*** 
 
0.75*** ** 
Context of Exit - Visa status    ** 
Refugee  0.13  0.17 
 
0.24  
Legalized Immigrant -0.22 -0.29 
-
0.18  
Employment Immigrant  0.57***  0.52** 
 
0.71*  
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Diversity Immigrant -0.36 -0.02 
-
0.91*  
Other Visa -0.52*** -0.57** 
-
0.39*  
Family Reunification immigrant -- -- --  
Context of Exit - Country of origin    ** 
Columbia  0.18 -0.09 
 
0.35  
Cuba -0.32 -0.58 
-
0.22  
Dominican Republic -0.29 -0.42 
-
0.22  
El Salvador  0.32**  0.44** 
 
0.20  
Guatemala  0.44**  0.61** 
 
0.24  
Peru  0.33  0.05 
 
0.49*  
Latin America  0.75***  0.53** 
 
0.89***  
Mexico -- -- --  
Context of entry - Migration journey     
Age at Migration -0.05*** -0.05*** 
-
0.05***  
Circular immigration  0.86***  0.75*** 
 
0.91*** *** 
Time in US  0.03***  0.03* 
 
0.03*** *** 
Gender     
Female -0.27*** -- --   
Constant  6.00***  5.97***  5.78*** 6.205*** 
Observations  2,230  998  1,232 2,230 
df 35 34 34 69 
Sum of squares 4934   5,040 
R-squared  0.48  0.44  0.51 0.49 
* significant at .05; ** significant at .01; *** significant at .001 
1 Models tested with ordinal logistic regression and the results were comparable 
2 Gender differences tested by specifying a fully interacted version of the model; overall F-test with Model 1 is 
p=.043 
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al., 2003)    
 
In Table 4, Model 1 significantly fit the data (r-squared=.48), and the results suggest 
significantly different relationships among ties to parents, children, spouses and resulting 
English language abilities.  The specific tie relationships with spouses, children, mothers, and 
fathers within the pooled gender model were examined first.  Results from Model 1 in Table 
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4 show that having an American spouse improves English language ability (coefficient=.32, 
p=.001).  Compared to those who have never been married, those with an American spouse 
are significantly better English speakers.  In contrast, those with a non-American spouse 
either in or out of the U.S. are significantly poorer English speakers compared to respondents 
without spouses (coefficient=--.25, p=.05; coefficient=-.26, p=.05).   
 Model 1 also supports the previous research showing that having ties to children in 
the U.S. reduces English language ability, but the results were not entirely as expected.  
Results suggest that regardless of whether children are in the U.S., out of the U.S., or both, 
the effect was negative compared to immigrants in the sample who have no children 
(coefficient=-.39, p=.001; coefficient=-.31, p=.05; coefficient=-.50, p=.001).  This finding 
suggests that the negative effect of having children on English language acquisition may go 
beyond what the previous literature suggested about children’s acting as translators, as 
children in foreign countries would not be acting in that role.  It is possible that ties to 
children living in the country of origin bind the parent closer to their country of origin and 
provide less incentive acculturate to the U.S.  This possibility may support some of the recent 
work by Soehl and Waldinger (2010) that showed a negative correlation between English 
language use and family ties back to the home country.  Another interesting implication is 
that having no children appears to be the most preferential situation for improving English 
language ability.   
 The relationship with parents was also nuanced, with results showing that ties to 
mothers in the U.S. is significantly related to better English language ability (coefficient=.66, 
p=.001), while no significant relationship exists between father’s location and language 
ability.  This finding is surprising, because the previous literature argued that ties to parents 
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in the U.S. (both mothers and fathers) should be correlated with better English language 
ability; such a correlation is not supported in this study.  Moreover, it was expected that there 
would be a negative effect of having parents outside the U.S., given the absence of the role 
expectation of children’s being translators for parents; this expectation is also not supported 
in this study.  In contrast to the finding on children, the null finding on parents living outside 
the home country suggests that there is not a universal correlation between English language 
use and ties outside the homecountry as Soehl and Waldinger suggested (2010). 
 Several non-tie variables are also significant in the pooled gender model.  Consistent 
with the previous literature, being unemployed and growing up in a rural area were 
negatively correlated with English language acquisition (coefficient=-.35, p=.001; 
coefficient=-.48, p=.001).  This finding suggests that respondents with less early childhood 
exposure to English or potential current exposure through work are less able to speak 
English.  Similarly, those with higher educational attainment and who studied English prior 
to migrating also have higher English language ability.   
 Several variables were included to measure the context of exit from the home 
country.  First among these was visa status.  The reference category for this variable was 
being a family reunification immigrant, which is one of the most common visa types.  The 
only category of visa holder who speaks better English than family reunification immigrants 
was that of employment immigrants who seek green cards through employers 
(coefficient=0.57, p=.001).  It is likely that this class of visa holders invests significant time 
in learning English in order to function in their workplace and therefore speak/understand it 
better than the individuals in the other categories.   
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 Looking at the context of exit across different countries, most countries have better 
English ability compared to Mexican immigrants (i.e., El Salvador, Guatemala, and other 
smaller Latin American countries).   
 Looking at the context of entry, it was found that age at the time of entry is negatively 
associated with English language ability (coefficient=-.05, p=.001), which is consistent with 
previous research.  In contrast, time in the U.S. and a pattern of circular migration were both 
positively correlated (coefficient=.03, p=.001; coefficient=.86, p=.001).  The positive 
association of time in the U.S. with English ability supports previous work.  Similarly, the 
positive finding on circular migration supports the notion that it is exposure to and practice 
with English that builds skills.  It is possible that circular migrants have greater access to 
resources that allow them to repeat migrate and also access to resources to learn English.  It 
is also possible that those with only marginal English skills choose to stay in the country of 
origin.  Also significant is that the coefficient for women in this model was significant and 
negative, suggesting that, net of everything else, women have lower English language ability.  
This outcome is consistent with the findings from the univariate distributions in Table 1 (see 
p. ##) and may be a result of the women in the sample spending more time in the household 
and having less exposure to English-speaking environments. 
 Next, the results of the different tie relationships separately for men and women were 
examined.  Looking at the effects of family ties across men in Model 2 (r-squared=.44) and 
women in Model 3 (r-squared=.51), significant differences by gender were noted.  
Differences were tested for each group of ties (e.g., ties to spouses, ties to children) and for 
the fully interacted model.  Results of the F-test comparing Model 1 with the fully interacted 
model are reported in Table 4 (p=.043). 
53 
 A significant gender effect was found for ties to spouses (p=.01).  Results show that 
having non-American spouses in or out of the U.S. hinders English language acquisition for 
both men and women, but the effect is significantly stronger for women than men.  It is also 
true that women are more positively affected by having an American spouse.  These findings 
are consistent with the researcher’s expectation that women are more affected by family tie 
influences than men, given their closer involvement in and reliance on families. 
 There was also a significant gender effect found for ties to children (p=.01).  Similar 
to the pooled gender model, results show that ties to children reduce English language ability 
in both men and women, even if not all effects are significant.  There are, however, some 
magnitude differences in the effects between men and women.  Women are more negatively 
affected by having children in the U.S. than men.  It is possible that women spend more time 
in the household and are less exposed to English-speaking environments.  A finding that was 
not expected was that men with children in both the U.S. and abroad have poorer English 
language ability than women.   
 There was not a significant gender effect for ties to parents across men and women, 
although within both male and female samples, those who had mothers in the U.S. were 
significantly better at speaking/understanding English than those whose mothers had died.  
This is consistent with the previous literature that suggested parent-child ties in the U.S. drive 
English language acquisition for children, who act as translators for parents.  This finding 
adds to our understanding, however, by showing in a different light the fact that women are 
more central to families, as it is mothers who have a larger effect and are therefore likely to 
be the main recipients of this “translation service.” 
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 Taking a deeper look at the differences between men and women, variables relating to 
human capital, education, and immigration were examined.  Under the section titled “Human 
Capital” are the first two control variables: being unemployed and growing up in a rural area.  
There was a significant gender effect for employment status (p=.001).  Being unemployed 
versus employed does not appear to have a significant effect on men, but for women, being 
unemployed has a significantly negative effect on their English language use.  This 
discrepancy may be evidence of the fact that women who are unemployed spend most of 
their time in the home with a limited interaction with English language speakers.  Men, 
however, may find other opportunities to interact with English speakers even if they are not 
working.  It is also possible that the meaning of “being unemployed” is different for men and 
women; for men it is a temporary condition, whereas for women it is a more or less 
permanent role as mother and housewife.  There were no gender differences for having 
grown up in rural areas.  Having grown up in a rural part of their home country has a 
similarly negative effect for both men and women across all the models.  This finding is 
likely a proxy for several variables that were not in the data, such as quality of childhood 
education, exposure to English at an early age, or traditional family values that may 
emphasize limited exposure to non-family members. 
 The next set of control variables was education and English language study.  As 
would be expected, those with greater education speak better English.  There was also a 
significant gender difference (p=.01) for this variable, with women benefiting more 
significantly by having studied English.  There was also a significant effect of education 
(p=.001).  The greatest difference across the models was between primary education and 
post-graduate education, with weaker and sometimes non-significant differences between 
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primary education and secondary or post-secondary.  The effect on English language use on a 
man with a post-graduate education was stronger than that of a woman with a post-graduate 
education, but both coefficients were large and highly significant.  In contrast, women who 
studied English before immigrating were significantly better at currently 
speaking/understanding English than their male counterparts.  In all three models, however, 
previous English language study did have a positive effect. 
Discussion 
 This chapter sought to expand the research on the relationship between family ties 
and language acquisition by looking at a broader set of family ties and considering the 
potential effects of separation and gender.  In particular, this research examined three 
questions:  
1. Does the separation of ties positively or negatively affect English language 
acquisition?  
2. Do ties to different family members (e.g., spouses, parents, or children) influence 
English language acquisition in different ways?  
3. Do men and women differ in how their family ties affect language acquisition? 
 On the question of separation, this study has extended previous research by 
considering the location of ties as either in the U.S. or outside.  Having a non-American 
spouse (regardless of whether inside or outside of the U.S.) was consistently correlated with 
lower English language ability.  In contrast, having an American spouse living in the U.S. 
was significantly and positively correlated with better English language ability.  This finding 
suggests that, for spouses, the key differentiator is not separation but rather the language 
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ability of the spouse as either native English speaker or not.  Again, the assumption was that 
non-U.S. spouses from Latin America are not native English speakers. 
 Having children outside the U.S. was expected to aid English language acquisition 
because it removed the ability of having someone in the family to translate for the 
respondent, which has been a consistent finding in the previous literature.  However, this 
study found that location is not a factor in how ties to children affect language acquisition.  
Regardless of where children are located, they appear to reduce one’s ability to speak 
English.  While having children outside the U.S. may embed immigrants more outside the 
U.S. than inside, having children in the U.S. seems to encourage them to use their children to 
translate for them.  Table 4 (see p. ##) shows that people with children in the U.S. have 
poorer English skills than those with no children, which suggests children may indeed serve 
as translators.  In general, having no children promotes the acquisition of English, while the 
worst-case scenario for English language aquisition is having children both outside the U.S. 
and inside. 
 The findings on the effects of spouses and children outside the U.S. on English 
language acquisition support recent work by Soehl and Waldinger (2010), but it is important 
to note that this chapter ultimately poses an opposite causal argument.  While Soehl and 
Waldinger argue that the process of acculturation can drive apart family ties, this chapter 
argues that family ties can also determine language acquisition.  Without longitudinal data 
this assumption cannot be tested, but social psychological research has shown that family ties 
are often enduring and not easily broken (e.g., Aneshensel et al., 1993);  therefore, it is 
possible that these ties drive language acquisition, not the other way around.  It is reasonable 
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to assume that those ties might determine whether or not an immigrant chooses to learn 
English. 
 With respect to parents, the effects of separation are more nuanced.  Those 
respondents with mothers in the U.S. had significantly stronger English language ability than 
those who did not report ties to a living mother.  The same was not true, however, for 
respondents with mothers who lived outside the U.S.  More interesting, is that there was no 
significant effect for fathers, which could perhaps be attributed to their less-central role in 
family life.  If fathers are a temporary or substitute caregiver, then their effect on their 
children’s language acquisition may be significantly less.  Although limited only to mothers, 
this finding is consistent with the previous literature that suggests that having parents in the 
U.S. is correlated with the English language acquisition of children.  This is likely a result of 
parents’ using their children as translators.  However, we would expect that the absence of 
parents (i.e., when they live outside the U.S.) could have a negative effect on English use by 
removing this pressure to translate.  This was not found; separation from one’s parents does 
not depress language acquisition, compared to those with no living parents. 
 Looking at these findings as an intergenerational story, one of two pictures emerges.  
One is of a family that is primarily connected to their country of origin: several family 
members still live in the country of origin, and little in the way of roots is set down in the 
U.S. in terms of new children or spouses.  This family unit remains fairly isolated from U.S. 
society and is unlikely to assimilate in the next generation.  A second, and arguably more 
common picture, is one of a family fragmented by language, where one generation succeeds 
at learning English as another generation fails.  Immigrant parents who come to the U.S. with 
limited English language skills may find themselves struggling to stay employed and with 
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limited time to devote to learning English.  What is troubling in both pictures is that it is their 
interdependency as a family unit that appears to be partly the cause of either isolation or 
fragmentation.  Analysis beyond these two generations is not yet possible with the NIS data, 
but the work by Portes and Hao (2002) suggested continued fragmentation as the 
grandchildren lose connection a vital linguistic link to their grandparents. 
 As to the question of ties to different family members, this study built on the previous 
research, which had focused primarily on the parent-child relationship and, to a lesser extent, 
the spousal relationship.  The results highlight several new insights across spouses, children, 
and parents.  For spouses, the critical factor is whether the person is an American or not.  It is 
likely that this designation is a proxy for whether or not the spouse is a native or at least 
fluent English speaker.  Those immigrants who marry American spouses demonstrate 
significantly higher English language ability than those who marry non-American spouses.  
In terms of children, a surprising finding is that the best-case scenario for learning English is 
having no children.  Whether in or out of the U.S., having children does not help an 
immigrant learn English.  This finding is consistent with the literature as well, which argues 
that children translate for their parents; if an immigrant has no children, then he or she is 
forced to learn to communicate.  In terms of parents, only mothers have a significant effect--
in particular, mothers who live in the U.S.  This finding is perhaps further evidence that, in 
terms of family influences, it is the mothers who are most central, with fathers playing a 
secondary role in influencing English language acquisition.  It is likely that, given the central 
role of mothers in managing the household, children are more often translating for her and, 
therefore, this tie serves children more in terms of learning English. 
59 
 Finally, significant differences were found between men and women in terms of how 
their family ties affected English language ability.  In particular, consistent with previous 
work, there were significant magnitude differences between men and women in how their 
family ties affected their English language ability, but not directional differences.  The 
argument for why women play a more central role has focused primarily on the fact that 
caregiving and motherhood are common role expectations for women, especially in Latin 
America.  Women’s English abilities were more positively affected by having an American 
spouse and more negatively affected by having a non-American spouse.  Women with 
children had poorer English, regardless of where those children lived, compared with their 
male counterparts.  However, when considering English abilities of respondents with 
children both in and out of the U.S., men were more negatively affected than women.  
English skills of both men and women were improved by having a relationship with their 
mothers in the U.S.   
 As future researchers undertake further study into the language acquisition of 
immigrants, they might consider the unique situation that undocumented immigrants find 
themselves in.  While this study does not specifically focus on undocumented migrants, there 
are some potential insights coming from the current data.  If we consider the likely 
characteristics of undocumented immigrants across several dimensions, we could compare 
those to the findings of this study.  Consider that undocumented migrants are different across 
the dimensions of marriage (i.e., more likely to be unmarried or married to a foreign spouse), 
children (i.e., more likely to have no children or children in a foreign country), parents (i.e., 
more likely to have parents outside the U.S.), human capital (i.e., more likely to have primary 
education and less likely to have studied English), and migration (i.e., more likely to be 
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young when migrated, have circular migration, and a shorter time in U.S. than permanent 
residents).  If these characteristics hold true, then findings in this study would suggest that 
the characteristics related to marriage, children, and human capital would reduce the 
likelihood that undocumented immigrants speak English well.  The characteristics related to 
migration would be split, with circular migration and being young at time of migration 
related to better English fluency, and a shorter time in the U.S. related to less English 
fluency.  Characteristics related to their parents’ being outside the U.S. would have no effect 
according to the findings of this research.  In aggregate, therefore, it is likely that 
undocumented immigrants will speak English with less fluency than documented 
immigrants. 
 Despite the potential insights in this data, we have to consider several limitations, 
most important of which is selectivity bias.  The sample is based on only long-term, legal 
immigrants and therefore it omits a large number of undocumented Hispanic immigrants to 
the U.S.  Undocumented immigrants may configure their family networks differently or have 
different gender role expectations that would lead to different patterns of English ability or 
perhaps no significant relationships between language acquisition and family network ties.  
In contrast, long-term legal immigrants may also be more successful overall and are likely to 
have more family ties in the U.S., have higher human capital measures, and speak English 
significantly better.  Indeed, recent research has confirmed that undocumented immigrants 
are less proficient in English and exhibit more traditional behaviors and attitudes in the 
household (Arbona et al., 2010).  The under-representation of undocumented immigrants and 
the predominance of long-term, legal immigrants may lead to an overestimation of the effect 
of family ties and an underestimation of the effect of human capital.  While this does not 
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invalidate the research, it does suggest future work should seek to verify the findings with 
samples of undocumented and short-term immigrants. 
Second, the tie measures have limitations.  Perhaps the biggest limitation is that the 
language skills of various family members are unknown, as only the respondent’s language 
skills were recorded.  Thus, it is not possible to answer questions about the potential effects 
of having family ties to people with differing English language abilities.  As discussed in the 
introduction, the lack of knowledge about the English ability of a respondent’s network ties 
is not necessary for finding insight and value in this research, but it is important to be aware 
of the potential implications and limitations of not being able to measure language use of the 
tie.  Future researchers should consider that, if language ability of the tie were measured, they 
might expect to find one of two situations: family members who speak English will have a 
positive effect on the respondent’s English ability; or family members who speak English 
poorly or not at all will dampen a respondent’s English ability.  It is likely, however, that in 
this sample of new immigrants the majority of family ties are going to be with non-English 
speakers and, therefore, even if we could measure the English ability of their family 
members, the lack of variation would make testing impossible. 
Other limitations of the data are that it is not known whether the tie is actually active.  
That is, just because a respondent is prompted to mention a parent living outside the U.S.  
does not mean he/she has regular contact with this person.  It could be an inactive tie.  Also, 
these ties are only measures of close kin relationships, not non-immediate kin.  The findings 
could be different for non-immediate kin ties such as second cousins or great nieces.  Lastly, 
for ties that are within the U.S., relatives living with the immigrant and those not living with 
62 
him/her have not been distinguished.  It is assumed that if one is living in the U.S. that they 
are living in proximity to their immediate family members (children, parents, and spouses).   
Third, there is a limitation in the way language ability is measured through self-
reports.  It is possible that some immigrants over-estimate and others under-estimate their 
abilities, even though some definitions were given to help them calibrate their own self-
evaluations.  If there is any systematic bias in which groups over- or under-estimate fluency, 
this could affect results.  Future work may attempt to resolve this by taking independent 
measures of language ability through test results or participant observation. 
Fourth, the argument for the relationship between language acquisition and family 
ties would have been much stronger had it been based on longitudinal data.  This study 
argued that family ties directly influence language acquisition, but the relationship could be 
reversed.  While longitudinal data does not tell us for certain that about the causal 
relationships (only experimental data can do that), it would be a stronger way to clarify the 
relationship.  This might be especially problematic in the case of the spouse variables.  
Perhaps individuals’ language ability leads them to meet and marry their spouse rather than 
their spouses’ English ability helping them to improve their own.  Future work should try to 
test these additional hypotheses with longitudinal data and with measures that contain more 
detailed tie information. 
Fifth, given that measures for residence in ethnic enclaves were not available, it is 
likely that for some immigrants in the sample the effect of family ties was over-estimated.  
As described earlier, immigrants with dense family ties are likely to also live in ethnic 
enclaves where such ties exist, and within these ethnic enclaves there are numerous resources 
available to immigrants that go beyond what family ties could offer outside of the enclave.  
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Given this limitation, the results on family ties should be considered suggestive of the 
possible relationships and future work should replicate this study controlling for residence in 
ethnic enclaves. 
Despite these limitations, this study has added to our understanding of how a myriad 
of family ties influence language acquisition.  It also opens the door for considering how both 
separation from family members and gender influence language acquisition and perhaps the 
broader process of assimilation.  Indeed, if we accept the findings by researchers like 
Bleakely and Chin (2008, 2010) that show that language acquisition is a critical factor in 
accomplishing educational and professional goals in the U.S., then the findings in this study 
do support the segmented model of assimilation.  That is, family structure (e.g., having a 
spouse out of the U.S., or having children) can lead to lower English language ability and 
therefore assimilation into a lower class outside of “mainstream America.”  Future 
researchers can expand on this work by replicating it in samples of undocumented 
immigrants, non-Latino immigrants, or short-term immigrants.  The research can also be 
expanded by looking at the language spoken by specific ties and expanding the discussion of 
ties to included non family ties. 
 Stepping back from the results, the policy implications of this research are profound if 
one considers that most of our immigrant visas are family reunification visas.  The results of 
this chapter suggest that bringing families together may actually harm English-language 
acquisition.  It was found that children who speak English actually deter their parents from 
learning the language by acting as translators for the family. This is likely the opposite effect 
of what policymakers intended, but is a completely rational choice by parents and children.  
A more effective policy approach may be to provide subsidies and incentives for immigrants 
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with children to learn English.  For example, in addition to issuing family reunification visas, 
the federal government might also consider making the visas conditional on the parents 
learning English.  On a local level, providing financial incentives for community groups 
(e.g., school, church, volunteer organizations) to involve more immigrant parents might also 
be an effective way to increase opportunities for immigrant parents to practice their English. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter III 
 
The Psychological Cost of Separation:  
A Study of Immigrant Family Ties and Their Effects on Depression 
 
Introduction 
 
Families are the subject of much research by social psychologists.  Most often these 
studies focus on families as sources of social support.  Research shows that family members 
draw on their kin network to cope with everyday struggles, such as poverty (Taylor, Seaton, 
& Dominguez, 2008) and to manage events that require substantial changes in their life, such 
as traumatic events or job loss (Warner, 2007).  Research also shows that families can be the 
sources of these struggles, as with sick parents (Edwards et al., 2008), and the causes of 
significant life changes, as with divorce (Wade & Pevalin, 2004; Meadows, McLanahan, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2008).   
What is not often studied by either migration scholars or social psychologists, 
however, is the role families play in the mental health of immigrants.  Family ties among 
immigrants can stretch across countries and command substantial influence in their lives, yet 
we know little about how families affect the mental lives of these immigrants.  As suggested 
by previous social psychology work, it is likely that families are both sources of support and 
struggle, but specifically how is an open question.   
One study that considered these questions in a unique way was Young (2001).  In that 
study she applied a social psychology based framework, the stress process model, to examine 
the moderators of stress among Salvadoran immigrants.  One of the moderators of stress that 
Young’s research uncovered was a person’s close family and friend networks (she also found 
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that having economic resources was a substantial moderator).  Young’s use of this social 
psychological framework was unique when applied to the study of immigrant families and 
the identification of stress moderators in their lives.  She framed the discussion within a 
common framework that linked back to a much larger body of social psychology research, 
yet her findings were targeted at the implications for immigrants.  Applying a consistent, 
comprehensive approach to the study of similar questions allows researchers to more easily 
compare their findings and ensure they are being exhaustive of all aspects of the research 
question.  This paper takes a similar approach to the study of depression among Latino 
immigrants to the U.S.  
Depression is one of the most-often studied mental health disorders and is also the 
focus of this paper.  Although major depression is a rare disorder among U.S. Hispanic 
immigrants as compared to the general U.S. population--lifetime prevalence rates for 
Hispanics range between 2.7% and 4% (Burnam et al., 1987; Vega et al., 1998), while the 
general population ranges between 16% and 17% (Kessler et al., 1993)--it has a major impact 
on the lives of those who suffer from it.  Both in the general population and among Hispanic 
sub-groups, women consistently have a higher lifetime prevalence of depression than men.  
The average lifetime prevalence of major depression in community samples among non-
Hispanic women was 20%, compared to 10% for men (Kessler et al., 1993).  Although the 
rates of depression are relatively lower for Hispanic immigrants, women still have higher 
rates in this subgroup than men: lifetime prevalence of major depression among Hispanic 
women who entered the U.S. at age 18 or above was 6%, compared to 3% for Hispanic men 
(Gaxiola & Gullotta, 2008). 
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Traditionally, research on Hispanic mental health has been considered acculturative 
stress research, and it has examined how immigrant acculturation and identity formation 
affect well-being, perceptions of stress, and, to a lesser extent, depression (Berry et al., 1987; 
Cheung-Blunden & Juang, 2008; Turjeman, Mesch, & Fishman, 2008).  This approach 
argues that the process of acculturation and identity formation are by nature stressors and that 
they increase the likelihood of perceived stress and depression while lowering perceptions of 
self-esteem and well-being (Cheung-Blunden & Juang, 2008).  More recently, the field of 
acculturative stress research has also looked to ethno-cultural conflict and continuity (Ward, 
2008) as potential explanatory forces.  Also, recent work by Arbona et al. (2010) has shown 
that fear of deportation, language difficulties, and family separation may increase perception 
of acculturative stress.   
While important, there are several shortcomings in the literature on acculturative 
stress.  One is that it rarely draws on a robust model of the stress process that links life events 
to mental health outcomes and identifies potential stress mediators and moderators.  Another 
is that the outcome measures are rarely measures of mental disorder but instead often 
measures of well-being or perceived stress.  A third shortcoming is that the studies that focus 
on mental health are rarely quantitative in nature (for an exception see Arbona et al., 2010).  
The use of the stress model, along with quantitative measures of serious mental disorder 
(e.g., major depression) would deepen our understanding of how the migration journey, 
family separation, and other immigrant stressors lead to mental illness. 
When discussing family ties, it is also important to consider the potential influence of 
gender.  Women are often the “social glue” that holds many families, in particular immigrant 
families, together (Mahler, 1999, 2001; Parrenas, 2005; Sarkisian, Gerena, & Gestal, 2007).  
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Having to maintain ties across large geographic distances can exert a great deal of pressure 
on women, which may have negative consequences in terms of their mental health.  Also, 
research suggests that other family members such as parents, in-laws and spouses exert 
pressure on women to both care for the household and children as well as contribute 
financially (Sarksiian, Gerena & Gestal, 2007; Guendelman et al., 2001), a dual expectation 
that is not held for men.  These dual expectations may have negative consequences for 
women in terms of their mental health.   
This paper studied the ego-centered network data collected from a nationally 
representative random sample of recently legalized Hispanic immigrants for the purpose of 
understanding how family and civic ties affect the likelihood of developing depression.  The 
stress process model (described in detail below) was used to frame the discussion.  A review 
of both the migration and social psychology literature on family ties was conducted, with 
particular attention paid to the effects of separation of ties and gender of respondent.   
Previous Research 
Social Ties and Migration 
Previous research on social ties and migration has raised awareness of several issues.  
One is the dual role that families can play in the migration journey, sometimes having 
positive benefits and other times negative consequences in immigrants’ mental health.  
Second are the different ways in which women may draw on their kin and non-kin ties that 
may make the migration journey easier or harder.  Third is the effect that social and 
economic contexts have on the likelihood of immigrant well-being over time.  A review of 
the relevant literature on these topics is provided here.   
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Scholarship on social ties and social capital--especially the social capital theory of 
migration (Massey et al., 1993)--dates back to the earliest sociological studies of migration 
(e.g., Thomas & Znaniecki, 1920).  Social capital migration theory incorporates the notion 
that kin ties have negative as well as positive effects, although the former is rarely tested.  On 
the positive effect side, the theory predicts that, after immigrating, people will draw on their 
network ties to find economic opportunities, information, and emotional resources in the U.S. 
(Massey & Parrado, 1994; Palloni et al., 2001; Simich, 2003).  Families can ease the burdens 
of the journey by providing monetary support for the costly trip (Massey & Parrado, 1994), 
offering assistance in finding a job (Aguilera & Massey, 2003), and acting as a support 
network upon arrival (Simich, 2003).  On the negative effect side are the obligations that 
family members may demand in terms of financial remittances and the emotional costs of 
maintaining long-distance relationships as parents or spouses (De Bruycker, 2008; Menjívar, 
1997; Moran-Taylor, 2008).  Families can exert pressure on immigrants through demands for 
or expectations of financial remittances (Massey & Parrado, 1994), transnational parenting 
obligations (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Segura, 1994), and conflicts over cultural 
expectations (Young, 2001).   
Migration research has suggested that the difficulty or ease of the migration process 
may differ between men and women as a result of the networks they form, but the 
implications for mental health are ambiguous (Donato et al., 2006; Hondagneu-Sotelo & 
Avila, 1997; Jeffreys, 2004; Mahler, 1999, 2001; Menjivar, 2000; Parrenas, 2005; Suárez-
Orozco, 1998).  Some research has found that women may have more support from family 
during the migration and settlement journey, which may decrease their likelihood of 
depression.  For example, women are more likely to gain legal entry into the U.S. as 
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dependents of a principal visa holder such as a spouse or parent (Jeffreys, 2004).  Thus, 
women are more likely to migrate into areas where they already have at least one family 
member, whereas men are less likely to do so.  Research has also shown that women are 
more likely than men to draw on their kin networks to find a job (Livingston, 2006).  So, 
according to this body of research, migrant women may find themselves enabled by their 
family networks during the migration and settlement process; but this is not universally true 
(Alvanleah, 1995; Caghar, 1995; Espiritu, 1992; Guendelman et al., 2001; Hagan, 1998).   
Other research has suggested that, in some cases, female migrants find themselves 
constrained by their family networks due to ethno-cultural conflicts and differing role 
expectations, thus making the settlement process harder (Alvanleah, 1995; Caghar, 1995; 
Espiritu, 1992; Guendelman et al., 2001; Hagan, 1998;).  This constraint generally occurs in 
one of two ways: gender role conflicts and transnational motherhood.  Gender role conflicts 
and the differing expectations held by the migrant themselves, their husbands, and even 
parents can put pressure on women that men do not experience (Alvanleah, 1995; Caghar, 
1995; Espiritu, 1992).  New gender roles can maintain a woman’s disadvantaged status by 
setting the social expectations that she be both a full-time wage earner and a full-time 
homemaker (Segura, 1994).  These goals often cause conflict and act as stressors in the lives 
of women who struggle to do both simultaneously.  Transnational parenting is also common 
for Hispanic women who come to the U.S., which presents a unique set of challenges in 
terms of maintaining networks over long distances (Mahler, 1999, 2001; Parrenas, 2005).  
Research has shown that while increases in global telecommunications technology has 
allowed for more frequent contact via phone, this contact has not translated into an ability to 
maintain strong emotional connections or intimacy among family members (Mahler, 1999, 
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2001; Parrenas, 2005).  According to this body of research, women may be less enabled and 
more constrained by their family networks during the migration and settlement journey. 
In addition to social ties, contextual components like social class and environmental 
context also play important roles in determining how easy or hard the migration journey will 
be.  Portes and Rumbaut (1996, 1990) provided evidence from multiple cross-sectional 
studies that suggest that an immigrant’s social class in the host country and the context of 
exit from his/her origin country (e.g., refugee or non-refugee) account for a significant 
amount of variance in well-being over time in the U.S.  Specifically, the cross-sectional 
patterns from studies conducted in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Lithuania, Mexico, Cuba, and 
Uganda showed significant acute effects of migration and imply chronic effects of the 
immigrant’s class level in the host country.  Briefly outlined, the findings are: 
1. Non-refugee immigrants have a steady increase in well-being over time, with 
increases being greater for higher-class immigrants (also the likelihood of these 
immigrants returning home decreases, leading to some selectivity in the 
measurement). 
2. Lower-class refugees initially have a high sense of well-being upon safe arrival in 
the U.S., but this well-being declines exponentially over time towards some 
minimum value and remains relatively unchanged. 
3. Higher-class refugees also have an initially high sense of well-being that also 
declines exponentially over time, but, rather than remaining low, their well-being 
increases over time, forming a “U-shaped” curve of well-being over time. 
Stress Process Model 
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This paper has drawn on the stress process framework, a theoretical framework for 
explaining how stressors injure a person’s mental health (Pearlin et al., 1981).  According to 
this model, mental health outcomes are the end result of a process that begins with one or 
more stressful events or strains.  In some cases, important variables such as family networks 
will have significant benefits to immigrants in terms of their mental health; in other cases, 
they may harm mental health.  While the migration literature acts as a guide in identifying 
these events and strains, the stress process framework provides a systematic way to ensure all 
variables affecting mental health are considered for inclusion in the model.   
The first attempt to comprehensively explain how stressors affect a person’s mental 
health was undertaken by Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, and Mullan (1981), a team of 
social psychologists who developed the stress process model to explain how social processes 
like migration, divorce, or loss of work can lead to psychological outcomes like depression.  
There are three fundamental concepts that form the core of the stress process: stressors, 
moderators/mediators of stress, and stress outcomes.  Stressors can be external, 
environmental or social factors, or internal, biological or psychological factors that challenge 
an individual to adapt or change (Pearlin, 1999; Thoits, 1995).  Stressors include major life 
events and chronic strains.  Major life events are acute life changes with discernable onsets, 
while chronic strains are persistent or recurring demands that occur over a long period of 
time (Thoits, 1995).  A stress outcome can be any health or mental health problem.  
Examples of these terms in the context of immigration are discussed below. 
In the context of immigration, the initial journey and the subsequent cultural 
adaptation process could both be considered stressors.  Undertaking the migration journey, 
whether planned (e.g., applying for and receiving a job and work visa) or unexpected (e.g., 
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fleeing a civil war or persecution in the home country), would be considered a major life 
event.  Although there can be overlap in some cases, generally, once the initial migration 
journey ends, the acculturation process begins, which creates ongoing or recurrent demands 
for cognitive and behavioral change and therefore should be conceived of as a chronic 
stressor or chronic strain (interchangeable terms).  The timing of these two stressors can 
become less clear-cut if an individual has made multiple migration journeys or had prior 
cultural exposure, but the simplest case is the one described above. 
Moderators are the social or personal resources that persons draw from to attenuate 
(or buffer) the effects of stressors or outcomes or to change the situations that are producing 
the stressors (Aneshensel, Rutter, & Lachenbruch, 1991).  In addition to this buffering effect, 
research has also shown that resources can mediate the effects of stressors on outcomes 
(Pearlin et al., 1981; Thoits, 1984; Turner and Lloyd, 1995).  The three types of 
moderators/mediators most frequently examined in the literature are coping strategies, 
personal resources (such as self-esteem and a sense of control) and social support.  This study 
focuses on social support because it is derived in part from an immigrant’s family ties, which 
the previous migration literature has already shown have an important function in 
determining the difficulty or ease of the migration and settlement process. 
Social support has been the most widely studied resource among social 
psychologists, and its positive effects on mental health outcomes are robust to differences in 
both measurement and population.  Social support refers to helpful functions performed for 
persons by significant others in their network--in this case, their family.  Social support 
comes chiefly in the forms of instrumental assistance, informational assistance, and 
emotional assistance from other people (House & Kahn, 1985).  In the case of spouses, 
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research has suggested that having an intimate relationship that encourages confiding in one 
another attenuates stress outcomes the most (Thoits, 1995; Wellman, 1992).  Having 
perceived emotional support has both direct positive effects on mental health and buffers the 
effects of negative life events and strains on mental health (Thoits, 1995; Wellman, 1992).  
Whether or not these findings hold in a migration context remains to be seen, but they 
certainly should, theoretically. 
There are two important caveats to the research on social support, both of which will 
be addressed in this study.  One important caveat to the social support literature is that not all 
kin ties provide benefits to participants’ mental health (Thoits, 1995).  In particular, the 
enduring nature of family roles that makes them difficult to exit can also expose participants 
to significant social demands.  Aneshensel et al. (1993) demonstrated that, in caregiving 
situations, those family members who care for others often experience a sense of isolation 
and burden that can have significant negative effects on their mental health.  Similarly, 
Sluzki (2003) has shown that when the context of families changes (e.g., when one of the 
family members is forcibly deported), the ties that bind the family members together may 
exert more social demands than social support.   
A second caveat to the work on social support is that researchers have generally been 
very loose in the way they define the variables that measure social support.  In a review of 
the literature on social support, House et al. (1988) pointed out that the terms social support, 
social integration, and social networks are often conflated in the research on social 
relationships and health.  The authors went on to argue that, in order to understand “when, 
how, and why” social relationships have effects on health, researchers need to be explicit 
about what they are measuring (House et al., 1988, 296).  They defined three characteristics 
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of variables--social integration, social network structure, and relational content--that should 
be clearly defined at the outset of a study.  The following definitions are consistent with how 
House et al defined the three terms.  Social integration refers to the existence of ties and 
possibly the frequency of contact.  Social networks measure the structure of the relationships 
and may be either dyadic (i.e., between one focal person and each of the ties he/she has) or 
network-based (i.e., relationships among three or more people).  Relational content refers to 
the functional nature or quality of the tie and can be measured with respect to source (e.g., 
friend, spouse, coworker) or by information on the specific resources or demands traveling 
across the ties. 
Using the framework outlined by House et al. (1988), this study measures social 
integration via ties among family and non-family members.  The study does not include any 
measures of social networks (as strictly defined by House et al., 1988).  Furthermore, there 
are no indicators of relational content available, although the source of the tie (e.g., mother, 
church, social group) may distinguish between emotional and instrumental support versus 
informational support from intimates and non-intimates, respectively.  There are no direct 
measures of relationship benefits or costs, as these will be inferred from the effects of the tie 
variables on the dependent variable of depression.  To be clear, ties are self-reported to the 
interviewer in this study.  Social support and social demands are assumed to flow along 
social ties but are not measured in this study.  Social support is inferred if the relationship 
between a particular tie and depression is inverse, and social demands are inferred if the 
relationship between a particular tie and depression is positive.   
Even in the face of these limitations, this study can make a significant contribution 
the field of immigrant mental health research.  For one, the potential affects of specific 
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family and civic relationships on depression are being quantified and will help set the 
direction for future work.  Second, this study demonstrates how this common social 
psychology framework can be successfully applied to the study of immigrant mental health, 
opening the door for similar work in the future.  Third, this research has the ability to move 
the field beyond the “acculturation” answer for why immigrant mental health declines over 
time. 
In sum, integrating the findings from the social psychology literature and the 
migration literature helps clarify the role of family ties in determining the likelihood of 
depression among Hispanic immigrants.  The migration literature has suggested that kin ties 
play an important role in determining the difficulty or ease of the migration and settlement 
process with a potential interaction effect with gender.  Similarly, the social psychology 
literature has shown that kin ties can act as buffers of stress or as stressors themselves.  
Therefore, it is arguable that kin ties that make the migration and settlement process easier 
will reduce exposure to stressors and decrease the likelihood of depression among Hispanic 
immigrants.  Those ties that make the process harder may be stressors themselves or simply 
ineffective buffers of other stressors.  The research done on the effects of acculturative stress 
supports this argument but fails to examine how family ties affect depression, controlling for 
acculturation.  Moreover, the literature has not yet addressed the effects of family member 
who are separated by great geographical distance or the potential interaction effect of gender.  
Given this, the two hypotheses this paper examined are as follows:  
1. Family ties that are separated across countries are less beneficial and more costly 
in terms of mental health than ties within the same country. 
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2. The effect of family ties on mental health is different in magnitude and direction 
for men and women given their differing family role expectations, in particular 
for the combination of fulltime family and work roles for a subset of women. 
Survey and Sample 
 
Previous research on depression among Hispanic immigrants has drawn heavily on 
three major studies: The Epidemiologic Catchment Area Study of Los Angeles, The Mexican 
American Prevalence and Services Survey, and more recently The Mexican Migration 
Project.  Of these three data sets, none had a nation-wide probability sampling of Hispanic 
immigrants.  Also, none included both family tie measures and a diagnostic depression 
instrument such as the Composite International Depression Index – Short Form (CIDI-SF). 
The New Immigrant Survey (Jasso et al., 2003), or NIS, questions a representative 
sample of recently legalized U.S. immigrants based on a stratified probability sampling of all 
recently legalized immigrants in the period of May - November 2003.  The sample included 
all immigrants from newborns to older immigrants, stratified by immigration category 
(spouse of U.S. citizen, employment principal, diversity principal, and other) and sampled by 
geographic area (large metropolitan statistical areas [MSAs] and less dense areas).  The data 
were collected via face-to-face interviews in the preferred language of the respondent.  In any 
situation where the sampled individual was a minor, a proxy interviewee was sought.  The 
total sample size of the adult study was 12,500 immigrants, and the subsample of Hispanic 
immigrants had a total sample size of 2,965, which represents roughly 24% of the original 
sample.   
Within this Hispanic subsample, all four strata are present: (a) Spouse of U.S. citizens 
(21.1%); (b) Employment Principals (6.8%); (c) Diversity Principals (2.0%); and (d) Other 
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Principals (70.2%) (Jasso et al., 2003).  Employment principals are immigrants who are 
given visas because they are being sponsored by some business or organization.  Diversity 
principals are granted visas via a lottery system for immigrants from under-represented 
countries.  Other principals include refugees, family reunification immigrants, children of 
U.S. citizens, and spouses of permanent residents.  This stratified design required the use of 
probability weights and identification of the sampling strata to reflect the fact that the sample 
design was not a simple random sample (Jasso et al., 2003). 
The top 85 most densely populated Metropolitan Statistical Areas were sampled 
along with the top 38 most densely populated counties, which housed 89% of the sample.    
The response rate for the entire study sample (n=12,500) was 70%, and only 12% were 
refusals, with 18% unable to be located by phone.  There was not a separate breakdown for 
response rates among the Hispanic subsample.   
It is important to note that there are limitations to the generalizability of the 
inferences from this dataset.  Of note is the fact that the NIS is comprised mainly of long-
term, legal immigrants.  It is likely that documented, long-term immigrants will be healthier 
and have more education, better paying jobs, and broader social networks within the U.S. 
than short-term or undocumented immigrants.  So their stressors may be fewer and their 
depression rates lower, making significant influences of social ties on depression less 
discernible.  Similarly, it is possible to underestimate the effects of having social ties outside 
of the U.S., given the less influential role these might play for immigrants who are well-off 
and mainly rooted in the U.S.  It is unlikely, however, that the direction of these effects will 
be influenced by the potential sample bias, and this study can still add significantly to our 
understanding of the effect of social ties on depression in Latino immigrant communities.  It 
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is also important to note that, although the sample only included legalized immigrants, those 
sampled have a variety of migratory histories including undocumented border crossers (8% 
weighted); visa abusers (13% weighted); and refugees (4% weighted).   
Measures 
 
Depression 
The measure of major depression available in the NIS is the Composite International 
Diagnostic Index – Short Form (CIDI-SF).  The CIDI-SF is a highly-structured research 
interview that implements the diagnostic criteria of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders IV (DSM-IV) for a Major Depressive (MD) disorder (Steffick, 2000).  It 
provides a 12-month prevalence estimate of major depression in the sample, but it does not 
distinguish between unipolar or bipolar major depression.  The index can be administered by 
lay interviewers and is scored by computer.  This index has been used extensively in the U.S. 
Health and Retirement Surveys (Steffickm 2000) and the National Comorbidity Surveys 
(Kessler, 2003).   
Respondents are first asked a screener question regarding depressed mood 
(dysphoria)--whether they ever felt sad, blue or depressed for more than two weeks in a row 
in the past 12 months.  If they answer “no” to this question, they are skipped past detailed 
questions.  If they answer “yes,” they are asked the second screening question about the 
severity of the symptoms: “During that time, did the feelings of being sad, blue, or depressed 
usually last all day long, most of the day, about half the day, or less than half the day?”   If 
they indicated that the symptoms lasted “all day long” or “most of the day,” they are asked 
the third and final screener question: “During those two weeks, did you feel this way every 
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day, almost every day, or less often than that?” Anyone who answered “every day” or 
“almost every day” was asked the detailed questions.   
The next set of questions probes the detailed symptoms of a unipolar major 
depressive disorder.  It begins by asking about loss of interest in daily activities (anhedonia).  
The index also addresses feeling tired or having low energy, a decrease in appetite, trouble 
concentrating, feeling worthless, thinking about death (whether of oneself or others), and 
trouble sleeping (trouble sleeping is probed on an index of intensity that asks how often the 
symptoms occur).  The answer index was a yes or no indicator for each symptom.  For 
trouble sleeping, if this symptom is reported as happening “every night” or “nearly every 
night”, the response was treated as “yes.” 
For easier interpretation of the CIDI-SF index in this study, the counts were grouped 
into categories according to the CIDI-SF index criteria for depression.  The category for 
clinical depression is defined by the CIDI-SF index as anyone who passes the screener 
questions and reports at least three additional symptoms.  A respondent is considered deeply 
sad if he/she screens past at least the first screener but indicates fewer than three symptoms.  
Someone is considered to have no sadness if he/she does not proceed past the first screener.   
In more qualitative terms, a deeply sad person would be someone who, in the past 
year, had experienced feelings of sadness lasting most of the day or more for almost every 
day, over a two-week period.  In other words, this description represents someone who has 
experienced a significant sadness but, because of his/her lack of other symptoms, may have 
had a sub-clinical form of depression.  It is important to include this population because 
experiencing a deep sadness does affect daily functioning even if these persons are not 
clinically depressed. 
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Table 5 (below) shows two pieces of information:  the distribution of depression and 
the distribution of depressive symptoms.  
Table 5 
 
Distribution of Depression and Depressive Symptoms by gender (weighted) 
  
Distribution of Depression 1 
Men  
(n=1054) 
Women 
(n=1281)  
No Sadness  87% 78%  
Deep Sadness 10% 15%  
Clinical Depression 3% 7%  
    
Distribution of Depressive Symptoms 2 
Men  
(n=138) 
Women 
(n=284) T-test 
Anhedonia 21% 26% p=.0015
Tired 23% 30% p=.0001
Change in appetite 17% 26% p=.0000
Change in sleep behavior 18% 27% p=.0000
Trouble concentrating 23% 30% p=.0001
Being down on oneself 13% 18% p=.0012
Thoughts of death 12% 15% p=.0048
1 Chi-square test, depression by gender (df=2, chi=8.7, p=0.012)   
2 Depressive symptoms only measured for those with deep sadness or clinical depression  
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al., 2003)    
 
The first half of the table shows that in this sample women are significantly more likely than 
men to suffer from both deep sadness (15% for women; 10% for men) and clinical 
depression (7% among women; 3% among men).  These rates are slightly lower than what 
researchers have found in other Hispanic samples of the general population: recent research 
has shown 30-day clinical depression prevalence rates of 8.1% for women and 5.2% for men 
(American Psychological Association, 2001; Maciejewski et al., 2001; Dunlop et al., 2003; 
Vega et al., 1998).  The second half of the table shows that women are significantly more 
likely to display each one of the depressive symptoms.  This second finding is also consistent 
with other studies that have employed the CIDI-SF index across genders and shown that 
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women consistently report greater numbers of symptoms (Byrk, 2002; Roberts et al., 1990).  
The chi-square test on gender differences across depression (df=2, chi=8.7, p=0.012) is 
significant, as are the t-tests across all seven depressive symptoms.  In sum, this table shows 
that, in this sample, female Hispanic immigrants report depression and depressive symptoms 
at higher rates than Hispanic men, which is consistent with previous findings. 
Kin Ties 
In this paper, ties were measured as self-reported contacts between family members 
as recorded in the main roster file.  Enumerating household members is a common practice in 
many household surveys, but what the NIS does that is unique is ask about immediate non-
household family members.  Immediate family members is a list of relationships that extends 
up to three steps away from the interviewee.  (For example, my mother’s sister’s son, i.e., my 
cousin, would have been the farthest immediate family member.)  The names are generated 
in 3 steps: 1. Interviewer asks for an enumeration of household members and probes on 
relationship status; 2. Interviewer asks about relationships to other immediate family 
members; 3. Interviewer asks about any additional family members or friends with whom the 
respondent engages in common activities like sending monetary remittances, working for a 
family business, loaning money, receiving gifts, and migratory history.   
This study was interested in whether immigrants have ties to certain family members 
and, if so, whether they are in the U.S.  The study was also interested in the potential effect of 
gender on the relationship between family ties and language acquisition.  To this end, 
included in the study were ties to mother, father, children, and spouse, each differentiated by 
separation (i.e., in or out of the U.S.).  For each of these ties the specific number of dummy 
variables (i.e., 0/1 indicator variables) differed slightly based on the available information 
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about the tie.  For instance, the dummy variables describing children included a measure of 
whether there is at least one child in the U.S. (0.1), out of the U.S. (0,1), or in both places 
(0,1).  The omitted category for this variable was never having children (or at least none 
reported).  For both mother and father of the respondent there were variables indicating 
where the parent is (e.g, in the U.S. or out of the U.S.), with the omitted category being a 
deceased or non-reported parent.  For spouses the dummies included having an American 
spouse living in the U.S., a non-American spouse living in or out of the U.S., being divorced, 
or having never been married.  The omitted category was never having been married. 
Additional measures of ties were also included.  The effect of having a U.S. citizen 
among the kin ties was measured with a dummy variable (1=yes, 0=no).  This controlled for 
any effect of having ties who are U.S. citizens.  A series of non-kin ties were also included to 
test whether there are any organizational tie influences.  These included dichotomous 
indicators for having civic ties prior to immigration and membership in churches prior to and 
after migration.  The prior civic ties measure included sports associations, social clubs, ethnic 
or nationality organizations, workers unions, charitable organizations, or professional groups.  
These ties were grouped into a single dummy variable, as independently there was only a 
small occurrence of each. 
Table 6 (below) lists the tie measures and indicates the percentage of men and women 
who have each.   
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Table 6 
 
Family and civic ties of Hispanics in the NIS, by gender 
(weighted) 
 
 
 
 
  
Tie Types Total % in Sample 
Spouses 1  
Men 
(n=1054)
Women  
(n=1281) 
Divorced 3% 2% 4% 
Widowed 3% 1% 5% 
Married, Spouse living inside U.S. 62% 64% 60% 
Married, Spouse living outside 
U.S. 11% 10% 11% 
Never married 21% 23% 20% 
Children 2    
Has some deceased children 3% 2% 4% 
Has children, all living inside U.S. 50% 44% 55% 
Has children all living outside 
U.S. 8% 11% 7% 
Has children living in and out of 
U.S. 15% 13% 16% 
Does not have children 23% 30% 18% 
Parents 3,4    
Mother living inside U.S. 15% 16% 15% 
Mother living outside U.S. 62% 65% 60% 
Mother is deceased 22% 19% 25% 
Father living inside U.S. 15% 17% 14% 
Father outside U.S. 47% 49% 46% 
Father is deceased 37% 34% 40% 
Church Membership 5,6    
Church member before migration 
only 68% 69% 68% 
Church member after migration 2% 1% 2% 
Church member before and after 
migration 22% 19% 24% 
Never been a church member 8% 11% 6% 
Civic ties prior to migration 50% 50% 49% 
1 Chi-square test, spouse ties by gender (df=4, chi=60.5, p=0.05)  
2 Chi-square test, children ties by gender (df=4, chi=65.2, p=0.000)  
3 Chi-square test, mother ties by gender (df=2, chi=18.3, p=0.000)  
4 Chi-square test, father ties by gender (df=2, chi=9.4, p=0.001) 
5 Chi-square test, Church membership by gender (df=3, chi=48.7, p=0.000) 
6 Chi-square test, Civic ties by gender (df=1, chi=8.75, p=.03) 
Source: New Immigrant Survey (Massey et al., 2003)   
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Findings suggest that male and female immigrants differ on all tie types (e.g., spouses, 
children, parents, church membership, and civic ties), but the differences were very small.  
Statistically these differences exist, but substantively they are not that different.  On ties to 
spouses, there were both similarities and differences between men and women suggested, but 
the overall chi-square test was significant (df=4, chi=60.5, p=0.05).  One similarity was that 
both men and women are overwhelmingly married to a spouse in the U.S. (64% of men and 
60% of women).  The differences (very small substantively) included the fact that women are 
slightly more likely to be widowed (5% compared to 1% of men) or divorced (4% compared 
to 2% of men).  Men, however, are slightly more likely to have never been married (23% to 
20% of women).   
Men and women differed in ties to children (df=4, chi=65.2, p=0.000).  While the 
majority of men and women have all of their children living in the U.S. (44% and 55% 
respectively), men are more likely to have no children (30% compared to 18% of women) or 
to have children outside of the U.S. (11% compared to 7% of women).   
Regarding parents, men and women differed in both ties to mothers (df=2, chi=18.3, 
p=0.000) and fathers (df=2, chi=9.4, p=0.001), but, as before, these were more statistical 
differences than substantive ones.  Men are more likely to have ties to their mothers than 
women, regardless of whether their mothers were in the U.S. (16% of men, compared to 15% 
of women) or outside the U.S. (65% of men, compared to 60% of women).  At the same 
time, men are also more likely to have ties to their fathers, both inside the U.S. (17% of men 
compared to 14% of women) and outside the U.S. (49% of men, compared to 46% of 
women).  One thing that might be behind these increased tie percentages for men is the fact 
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that they are an average of two years younger than women in the sample and therefore their 
parents are more likely to be alive. 
Comparing church ties of men and women, results also suggest there are overall 
statistical differences (df=3, chi=48.7, p=0.000), but the actual percentages were not 
substantively that large.  Men are more likely to have no church ties (11% compared to 6% of 
women), while women are more likely to have attended church before and after immigration 
(24% compared to 19% of men).  One point of similarity, however, was that most men and 
women only attended church before migration and have since stopped (69% and 68%). 
There were no significant differences between men and women on civic ties (df=1, 
chi=8.7, p=.03).  The actual percentages suggest that roughly half of men and half of women 
had some sort of civic ties prior to their migration to the U.S. (50% and 49%, respectively). 
Acculturation 
Traditionally, research on Hispanic mental health has argued that acculturation is a 
stressor that negatively affects immigrants’ mental health.  Indeed, this is a critical third 
variable to control for when assessing the impact of family ties on depression and as such is 
included in this paper.  Acculturation is measured by five variables designed to cover 
different aspects of the acculturation experience including behavioral changes, identity 
changes, self-assessed English understanding, English language use, and political knowledge.  
The first measure of acculturation identifies a behavioral change using a dummy variable 
indicating a change in eating habits, either that the person has stopped eating an old food or 
begun eating a new food since immigrating.  Identity change, such as changing one’s primary 
identity from country-specific (e.g., Salvadoran or Mexican) to a U.S. pan-ethnic category 
(e.g., Latino or Hispanic) is considered an acculturation shift by some authors (Alba & Nee, 
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2003).  It was measured by a dummy variable indicating whether the immigrant identifies as 
Hispanic.  Language acquisition skills were measured in two ways: by self-reported 
understanding of English on a five-point index, and by an interviewer coded variable 
indicating whether the survey was taken in English or not.  Lastly, political and civic 
incorporation occurs as part of the acculturation process (Alba & Nee, 2003).  During this 
process most immigrants become at least tangentially familiar with the U.S. political system.  
It is assumed that those who are familiar are likely able to name the current U.S. president, 
while those who are not familiar with the U.S. system are unlikely to be able to name this 
person.  Therefore, a dummy variable indicating the correct identification of the current U.S. 
president was included as a measure of political and civic incorporation.  Each of these 
measures of acculturation was a unique dummy variable, allowing for the independent 
measurement of their effects. 
Control variables 
Lastly, a series of human capital control variables, including education and 
employment status, were included.  These variables were included because of the belief that 
exposure to stressors and reactions to stressors may depend on different education and 
employment statuses--that is, immigrants with higher education are more likely to have 
better-paying jobs and less likely to have fluctuating income.  Education was included as an 
indicator of social class and was measured with four dummy variables: primary education, 
secondary education, postsecondary education, and postgraduate education, with the 
comparison category being a postgraduate education.  Similarly, those who are employed are 
more likely to have a steady income that helps them provide for their daily needs.  It is 
important to note that the interpretation of “unemployed” may differ for men and women.  
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For men this might be seen as a temporary condition, whereas women may see their role as 
mothers and housewives and thus consider themselves more or less permanently 
unemployed.  A dummy variable for employment was included and coded as 1 for yes and 0 
for no. 
Context of exit was measured by two proxies, immigration status and country of 
origin.  Immigration status was included as a proxy for the type of migratory experience, 
with the hypothesis being that different types of immigration may have different types and 
levels of stressors associated with them.  Six dummy variables of immigration status were 
included: refugee status, visa status changed from undocumented to legalized, employment 
visa immigrant, diversity visa immigrant, other visa immigrant, and family reunification 
immigrant, with family reunification as the reference category.  Eight country dummy 
variables were included as proxies for contexts of exit, given that people from each of the 
Latin American countries have unique histories and reasons for immigration.  The eight 
countries were Mexico, Columbia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Peru, and Other Latin America.  The reference category was Mexico.  Finally, to control for 
the difficulty of the migration journey, a self-reported dummy variable of harm suffered 
during the immigration journey was included (1=yes, 0=no).  This question posed to 
respondents was, “Did you suffer any harm outside of the United States because of your 
political or religious beliefs, or your race, ethnicity, or gender?”  
Context of entry was measured by three proxy variables: date of entry, age at 
migration, and a dummy variable indicating circular migration.  Age at migration was a 
continuous variable.  The date of entry was split into five categorical variables that closely 
follow major Hispanic immigration waves and changes in U.S. immigration policy.  The 
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variable indicated entry between 1930 and 1984, 1985 and 1989, 1990 and 1994, 1995 and 
1999, and 2000 and 2004.  Dividing the date of entry as such was important because 
Hispanic immigration has not been constant over the last 50 years but rather has come in 
waves and been directly affected by U.S. immigration policy targeting Hispanic immigrants 
(e.g., IRCA, IRAIRA, U.S. Patriot Act).  Similarly, immigration policy and border 
enforcement regulations have continued to shift, creating different immigration experiences 
for different waves.  The reference category was 1990 to 1994, which was the largest period 
of migration in the dataset.  The circular migration variable indicated whether or not 
respondents reported more than 1 return trip of more than 60 days since their initial 
immigration dates (1=yes, 0=no). 
A control for self-rated physical health was included because previous literature has 
shown physical health to be an important predictor of mental health that has the potential to 
create spurious results between social stressors and mental health outcomes (Roberts et al., 
1990).  This self-reported measure had a value between 1 (poor) and 5 (excellent). 
 Table 7 (below) shows the differences across the control variables for men and 
women.   
Table 7 
Sample Distribution of control variables by gender (weighted) 
 
Men 
(n=1054) 
Women  
(n=1281)  
Variable Mean 
Std. 
Dev. 
% of 
sam-
ple 
Mea
n 
Std. 
Dev. 
% of 
sam-
ple 
Chi-square 
test  
Acculturation        
Change in eating habits   69%   65% p=.0530 
Does not Identify as Hispanic   9%   7% p=.0780 
Interview in English   31%   25% p=.0001 
Self-reported English 
understanding 2.7 1.1 -- 2.4 1.1 -- p=.0000 
Cannot identify US President   4%   10% p=.0000 
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Education       p=.0100 
Primary Education   15%   19%  
Secondary Education   58%   58%  
Postsecondary Education   16%   15%  
Postgraduate Education   11%   8%  
Employment          
Unemployed   21%   49% p=.0000 
Context of exit - Immigration Status       p=.0000 
Refugee Status   5%   4%  
Visa status changed from      
undocumented to Legalized   25%   22%  
Employment Visa Immigrant   11%   5%  
Diversity Visa Immigrant   3%   2%  
Other Visa Immigrant   15%   14%  
Family Reunification  
Immigrant   41%   53%  
Context of exit - Country of Origin       p=.0000 
Mexico   35%   41%  
Columbia   4%   5%  
Cuba   5%   5%  
Dominican Republic   6%   6%  
El Salvador   18%   16%  
Guatemala   7%   6%  
Peru   4%   4%  
Other, Latin America   21%   17%  
Context of entry - Migration context        
Entered between 1930 - 1984   8%   6% p=.0000 
Entered between 1985 - 1989   23%   21%  
Entered between 1990 - 1994   19%   18%  
Entered between 1995 - 1999   16%   15%  
Entered between 2000 - 2004   34%   40%  
Age at time of migration 28.2 13.7 -- 30.4 14.2 -- p=.0000 
Circular immigration   5%   5% p=.947 
Physical health        
Self-reported health 4.1 0.9 -- 3.9 0.9 -- p=.0000 
Suffered harm during  
migration     7%     4% p=.0009 
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The table examined first the acculturation variables, then education/employment, 
immigration status, migration experience, country of origin, age/time of entry, type of 
immigration, and finally physical health.  A combination of chi-square tests and t-tests were 
used, depending on whether the variable was continuous or categorical. 
 Looking across the acculturation variables, all of them were statistically significant at 
varying levels, but the magnitude differences were very small.  The only large difference 
appears to be on the ability to identify the president, where more than double the number of 
female respondents  had trouble identifying the President as compared to males (10% of 
women compared to 4% of men).  It is also important to note that self-reported English 
language use was lower for women than men (2.4 compared to 2.7, p=0.000).  This finding is 
consistent with previous research done by the author on this data set and may be attributed to 
women’s playing a mainly homebound role as mother and housewife, thus giving them less 
exposure to English language environments.  Overall, the results suggest that Hispanic men 
and women in this sample have reached approximately the same level of acculturation, if not 
a slight preference for men having more acculturation. 
 There were no substantively large differences in terms of education, with the percents 
being within 1-4% of each other for men and women across each level of education. 
However, examination of the employment measures shows there was a significant difference 
between men and women (49% of women report being unemployed, compared to only 21% 
of men).  This is in line with the previous explanation given for why men and women are 
likely to experience unemployment differently (i.e., it is a temporary condition for men but a 
more or less permanent state for some women, given their role as housewives and mothers).   
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 Results suggest significant differences between men and women in terms of 
immigration status, with men more likely to be employment visa immigrants (11% for men, 
compared to 5% for women) and women more likely to be family reunification immigrants 
(41% for men. compared to 53% for women).  There was also a significant difference in the 
migration experience between men and women, with men being more likely to suffer harm 
during the journey (7%, compared to only 4% of women). 
 The chi-square test showed a significant difference between men and women in terms 
of their country of origin.  Immigrants from Mexico are more likely to be women (41%) than 
men (35%).  Women are also likely to be older at the time of immigration (30 years old 
versus 28 years old for men).   
 While the chi-square test showed a significant difference between men and women 
around time of entry, the differences were subtle.  2000 and 2004 was the only time frame 
when women were found to be significantly more likely to immigrate than men (40%, 
compared to 34% of men).   
 Interestingly, men reported better health than women, and the difference was 
significant, despite being small in magnitude.  On a scale of 1-5, men reported an average 
health score of 4.1, while women report a score of 3.9. 
Methods 
 
This paper set out to test two hypotheses surrounding the relationship between social 
ties and depression: 
1. Family ties that are separated across countries are less beneficial and more costly 
in terms of mental health than ties that are within a country. 
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2. The effect of family ties on mental health is different in magnitude and direction 
for men and women given their different family role expectations, particularly for 
married and employed men versus comparable women. 
          A variable containing the count of depressive symptoms reported on the CIDI-SF 
index formed the dependent variable and was modeled as a negative binomial distribution 
because of its heavily skewed count distribution.  It represented the count of depressive 
symptoms a person has reported.  The negative binomial model is similar to a Poisson model 
for count data, but it allows the variance to be estimated separately from the mean (Land, 
McCall, & Nagin, 1996).  The model is robust to some interdependence among the counts 
and allows for over-dispersion of the data better than a Poisson model.  Sensitivity testing 
was conducted using a Poisson distribution and a collapsed (depressed v. not depressed) 
logistic regression, and the results did not vary statistically.  The coefficients produced by 
this model are reported in the table as incident rate ratios. Incident rate ratios are similar to 
odds ratios, but for count data.  The correct interpretation of these coefficients is that 
anything >1 suggested the presence of greater depressive symptoms and, conversely, 
anything <1 suggested the presence of fewer depressive symptoms. 
 The complex survey design was accounted for by using survey weights and clustering 
the standard errors using the methodology suggested by Jasso et al. (2003).  As described 
earlier in the sample description section, the NIS uses a complex sample design stratified by 
immigrant visa category.  To account for this stratification, the strata were specified within 
Stata and all errors were clustered by these strata.  In addition to these sampling strata, the 
survey designers also drew several replicates within the strata and across metropolitan 
statistical areas (MSAs) (described in the sample design section).  To allow each immigrant 
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to represent a proportion of the visa category sampling frame, design strata were created by 
the authors of the data (Jasso et al., 2003).  Similarly, standard errors were clustered using a 
variable that identified the geographic stratum used in the sampling frame.  All results were 
computed using the sampling strata and clustered errors variables identified by Jasso et al. 
(2003). 
The hypotheses were first tested on a pooled gender sample with a control for the 
gender of respondent.  The sample was then split by men and women and tested for 
significant differences across genders on each of the variables separately.  To test for the 
differences between men and women, a fully interacted model was specified by creating 
interaction variables between gender and each independent variable.  The significance of 
these interaction terms tested whether a gender difference exists.  In addition to the core 
hypotheses, there was also a test for the potential spurious effect of family ties and 
acculturation on depressive symptoms that could be caused by the absence of an indicator for 
physical health. 
Results 
           Table 8 (next page) reports the results of the negative binomial regression models. 
 
Table 8 
Negative Binomial regressions of family and civic ties on the likelihood of reporting depressive symptoms (weighted, standardized)1 
 Men and Women  Men  Women  
Measures 
Accultura
tion 
Model 1 
Ties w/o 
Health 
Model 2 
Ties 
with 
Health 
Model 
3   
Accultu
ration 
Model 4 
Ties w/o 
Health 
Model 5 
Ties 
with 
Health 
Model 
6   
Accultur
ation 
Model 7 
Ties w/o 
Health 
Model 8 
Ties 
with 
Health 
Model 
9 
Gender 
differe
nces2 
Acculturation - 
Mindsets & Behaviors             
Change in eating  
habits 
 
1.6** 
 
1.9*** 
 
1.9*** 
 
1.4 
 
1.4 
 
1.5 
 
1.6*** 
 
2.1*** 
 
2.0*** 
 
Identifies as  
Hispanic 
 
0.98 
  
0.98 
 
0.98 
 
1.00 
 
0.99 
 
0.97 
 
0.97 
 
0.95 
 
0.96  
Can identify US  
President 
 
1.3 
 
1.2 
 
1.3 
 
1.6** 
 
1.8** 
 
1.9*** 
 
1.1 
 
1.1 
 
1.2 ** 
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Acculturation - 
Language use 
         
 
Interview in  
English 
 
1.2 
 
1.04 
 
1.04 
 
0.8 
 
1.0 
 
0.9 
 
1.1 
 
1.0 
 
1.0  
Self-reported  
English 
 
0.9 
 
0.9 
 
0.9 
 
0.9 
 
0.75* 
 
0.76 
 
0.9 
 
0.9 
 
0.9  
Ties to spouses          * 
Divorced 
  
1.4 
 
1.6 
  
0.9 
 
0.8 
  
1.5 
  
1.7 
 
Widowed 
  
0.9 
 
1.2 
  
1.6 
 
2.7 
  
1.1 
 
1.3  
Has spouse in US 
  
0.4*** 
 
0.4*** 
  
0.3** 
 
0.3*** 
  
0.6* 
 
0.55** 
 
Has spouse out of  
US 
  
0.6 
 
0.6 
  
0.6 
 
0.6 
  
0.7 
 
0.7  
Never married 
   
-- 
 
-- 
     
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Ties to children          ** 
Has children who  
have died 
  
1.8 
 
1.9 
  
5.6* 
 
6.9** 
  
0.6 
 
0.6  
Has children in  
US 
  
1.6* 
 
1.6* 
  
0.9 
 
1.1 
  
2.1*** 
 
1.9**  
Has children out  
US 
  
3.5*** 
 
3.3*** 
  
3.2*** 
 
3.4*** 
  
4.5*** 
 
4.3*** 
 
Has children both  
in/out US 
  
2.0* 
 
1.7* 
  
1.6 
 
1.5 
  
2.9** 
 
2.6**  
Never had  
children 
   
-- 
  
-- 
      
-- 
 
-- 
      
-- 
 
--  
Ties to parents          ** 
Has mother in US 
  
0.8 
 
0.9 
  
0.28** 
 
0.35** 
  
1.4 
 
1.4  
Has mother out  
US 
  
0.7* 
 
0.7 
  
0.3*** 
 
0.4*** 
  
0.9 
 
0.9  
Mother deceased 
   
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Has father in US 
  
0.6** 
 
0.6** 
  
0.6 
 
0.7 
  
0.6 
 
0.6*  
Has father out US 
  
0.9  
 
0.9 
  
1.2 
 
1.1 
  
0.8 
 
0.8  
Father deceased 
   
-- 
  
-- 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Citizenship of ties           
At least one kin is  
a US citizen 
  
1.0 
 
0.92 
  
1.1 
 
1.1 
  
0.7 
 
0.7  
Civic ties             
Civic ties prior to  
migration 
  
1.1 
 
1.1 
  
1.1 
 
1.1 
  
1.0 
 
1.0  
Church ties            *** 
Member of church  
before/after 
  
0.9 
 
0.9 
  
0.5  
 
0.6 
  
4.8*** 
 
4.2*** 
 
Member of church  
only before  
migration 
  
1.0 
 
1.0 
  
0.5 
 
0.7 
  
4.7*** 
 
3.8*** 
 
Member of church  
only after  
migration 
  
0.5 
 
0.5 
  
0.8 
 
0.9 
  
1.2 
 
1.1 
 
Never a church  
member 
   
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Gender, health, 
employment 
         
 
Female  
respondent 
 
2.28*** 
 
2.2*** 
 
2.1*** 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Self-reported  
health 
    
-- 
  
-- 
 
0.6*** 
    
-- 
 
0.6*** 
    
-- 
 
0.7*** 
Unemployed 
 
1.1 
 
1.2 
 
1.1 
  
1.9* 
 
1.6 
  
1.0 
 
0.9  
Education           
Primary  
Education 
    
-- 
  
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Secondary  
Education 
 
1.0 
 
1.2 
 
1.1 
  
1.9* 
 
1.9* 
  
1.0 
 
1.1  
Postsecondary  
Education 
 
1.0 
 
1.2 
 
1.1 
  
1.5 
 
1.5 
  
1.1 
 
1.3  
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Postgraduate  
Education 
 
0.7 
 
0.8 
 
0.7 
  
1.6 
 
1.7 
  
0.8 
 
0.8  
Context of Exit - visa 
status 
         
** 
Refugee 
 
0.7 
 
0.6 
 
0.6 
  
0.26* 
 
0.3 
  
0.8 
 
0.7  
Legalized  
Immigrant 
 
2.04** 
 
1.9** 
 
1.9** 
   
1.3 
 
1.3 
  
2.1* 
 
2.0*  
Employment  
Immigrant 
 
1.6 
 
1.4 
 
1.5 
  
3.9** 
 
4.1** 
  
0.8 
 
0.6  
Diversity  
Immigrant 
 
0.6 
 
0.4 
 
0.4* 
  
0.3 
 
0.4 
  
0.4 
 
0.4  
Other Visa 
  
1.3 
 
1.02 
 
1.00 
  
1.5 
 
1.4 
  
0.7 
 
0.8  
Family  
Reunification  
immigrant 
    
-- 
  
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
    
-- 
 
-- 
 
Context of Exit - 
Difficulty of trip 
         
 
Suffered harm  
during migration 
 
1.3 
 
1.7 
 
1.5 
  
2.8* 
 
2.3 
  
1.4 
 
1.4  
Context of Exit - 
Country of origin 
         
 
Columbia 
 
1.0 
 
0.9 
 
0.9 
  
0.6 
 
0.8 
  
1.2 
 
1.0  
Cuba 
 
2.4 
 
1.8 
 
2.4* 
  
1.7 
 
2.5 
  
2.0 
 
2.1  
Dominican  
Republic 
 
1.4 
 
0.7 
 
0.9 
  
0.6 
 
0.9 
  
1.0 
 
1.0  
El Salvador 
 
0.7 
 
0.4*** 
 
0.4** 
  
0.6 
 
0.7 
  
0.3*** 
 
0.4*** 
 
Guatemala 
 
1.0 
 
0.9 
 
0.8 
  
1.6 
 
1.4* 
  
0.7 
 
0.7  
Peru 
 
1.89* 
 
3.0** 
 
2.4** 
  
1.5 
 
1.9 
  
3.8** 
 
2.8*  
Latin America 
 
0.64* 
 
0.5** 
 
0.6** 
  
0.24*** 
 
0.34** 
  
0.7 
 
0.8  
Mexico 
-- -
- 
-
- 
 -- -
- 
 -- -
-  
Context of Entry - 
Migration journey 
         
 
Age at Migration 
 
.98* 
.
97*** 
 
.96*** 
  
0.96** 
 
0.96*** 
  
0.96*** 
 
0.96*** 
Circular  
Immigration 
 
1.7 
 
1.8* 
 
1.7 
  
1.3 
 
1.2 
  
2.5** 
 
2.2*  
Context of Entry - Date 
of entry 
         
 
Entered 1930 to  
1984 
 
1.1 
 
1.5 
 
1.2 
  
2.3* 
 
1.7 
  
1.5 
 
1.2  
Entered 1985 to  
1989 
 
1.3 
 
1.5 
 
1.4 
  
1.8 
 
1.5 
  
1.4 
 
1.4  
Entered 1990 to  
1994 
    
-- 
  
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
-- 
    
-- 
 
--  
Entered 1995 to  
1999 
 
1.2 
 
1.7* 
 
1.5 
   
3.16* 
 
2.4* 
  
1.4 
 
1.4  
Entered 2000 to  
2004 
 
1.4 
 
2.1** 
 
2.0** 
  
3.01* 
 
2.4 
  
1.8 
 
1.9  
Observations 2338 2338 2338     1054 1054     1284 1284 2338 
F-Test p=.0000 p=.0000 p=.0000     p=.0000 p=.0000     p=.0000 p=.0000 p=.003 
* significant at .05; ** significant at .01; *** significant at .001        
1 Interpretation of coefficients (reported as incident ratios) is any coefficient <1 is negatively associated and any coefficient >1 is positively associated 
2 Gender differences tested by specifying a fully interacted version of Model 2 by gender       
Source: New Immigrant Survey, 2003  
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The coefficients produced by this model and reported in the table are incident rate ratios, 
which as discussed before are similar to odds ratios, but for count data.  The correct 
interpretation of these coefficients is that anything >1 suggests the presence of greater 
depressive symptoms and conversely, anything <1 suggests the presence of fewer depressive 
symptoms. 
All models control for acculturation, which previous literature has shown to be a 
significant and consistent predictor of depression among immigrants.  In addition, before 
testing the core hypotheses, the relationship between social ties and depression was tested for 
spuriousness. The previous literature suggested that physical health might related to both the 
formation of social ties and the development of depression and is therefore an important 
variable to control for.  That is, self-reported health might influence the degree of 
acculturation, the number of ties, and depression, making relationships of acculturation and 
the variables on depression spurious.  Model 3 added self-reported physical health to the 
Model 2 results.  There was a significant impact of physical health, showing that those in 
better health reported significantly fewer depressive symptoms (coefficient=0.6, p=.001).  
However, there was no change in the significance or magnitude of the family ties or 
acculturation variables from Model 2 to 3.  The lack of change suggests that these were real 
effects and not spurious due to physical health status.  
The first hypothesis tested in Model 3 was that family ties separated across countries 
would be positively associated with the reporting of depressive symptoms.  The results of 
Model 3 suggest the story is a nuanced one that depends on both the presence of separation 
(e.g., is the person in the U.S.) and with whom the tie exists (e.g., a mother or child).  
Starting at the top of the Model, ties to living spouses appear to be beneficial, regardless of 
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where that spouse was located.  Compared to never having been married, a spouse living in 
the U.S. (coefficient=.4, p=.001) was negatively associated with symptoms of major 
depression (i.e., they were correlated with fewer symptoms).  Although not significant, the 
coefficients for a spouse outside the U.S. and being divorced were in the direction of greater 
depression.  These findings are consistent with the previous literature on divorce and the 
mental health benefits of marriage (Harvey & Wenzel, 2001).  These findings are also 
consistent with a selectivity story in that those who have better mental health are more likely 
to marry and to stay married. 
The next set of ties is to children, and here the story is completely opposite that of 
spouses.  Compared to those immigrants who do not have children, respondents who have 
children have significantly more depressive symptoms regardless of where those children 
live.  Ties to children in the U.S. (coefficient=1.6, p=.05), ties to children outside the U.S. 
(coefficient=3.3, p=.001), ties to children both in and out of the U.S. (coefficient=1.7, 
p=.05)--all were associated with higher depressive symptoms.  These findings are consistent 
with the previous literature on parental role strains (Simon, 1992).   
In the pooled gender Model 3, ties to mothers were not related to depression, but 
fathers in the U.S. were associated with lower depressive symptoms (coefficient=.6, p=.01). 
In the combined sample, none of the civic ties had a positive effect on depression.  
This sample included having ties to U.S. citizens (coefficient=.92, p=ns), as well as church 
membership before (coefficient=1.0, p=ns), during (coefficient=0.9, p=ns), and after 
(coefficient=0.5, p=ns) migration, as well as civic ties before migration.  The magnitude of 
the coefficients was also very small.   
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Finally, the strong and significant effect of gender was evident (coefficient=2.1, 
p=.001) in Models 1 to 3.  Women are more depressed than men, as shown consistently in 
the mental health literature (Kessler et al., 1993; Gaxiola & Gullotta, 2008). 
In addition to family and civic tie variables, Model 3 also contained several 
demographic and migration context of entry/exit indicators.  Education and employment 
status do not appear to have a significant effect on depression, but several context of exit 
indicators do.  Those who originally entered the country without documents and were later 
legalized reported more depressive symptoms (coefficient=1.9, p=.01), while those who 
“won” a visa through the diversity lottery reported fewer depressive symptoms 
(coefficient=0.4, p=.05) as compared to family reunification immigrants.   
There were also some differences in relation to sending country.  Compared to 
Mexico, those respondents from El Salvador and small Latin American countries reported 
fewer depressive symptoms (coefficient=0.4, p=.001; and coefficient=0.6, p=.01), while 
those from Peru and Cuba reported greater depressive symptoms (coefficient=2.4, p=.01; 
coefficient=2.4, p=.05). 
There were also context of entry effects in Model 3, both migration journey and time 
of entry.  Those who were older at time of entry reported fewer depressive symptoms 
(coefficient=.96, p=.001).  Compared to those who entered early in the immigration boom of 
the 1990s (i.e., 1990-1994), those who entered shortly after this boom (2000-2004) reported 
more depressive symptoms (coefficient=2.0, p=.01).  Also of note is that those who 
immigrated between 2000 and 2004 entered under one of the most restrictive and punitive 
U.S. immigration contexts in recent history.  This negative context may have put additional 
stress on immigrants attempting to acculturate.  It is also possible that this variable indicates 
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immigrants who have had little time to acculturate or form strong family ties in the U.S., 
given their short tenure in the U.S. before data collection.   
The next set of models contained gender-specific samples of men or women.  Testing 
first for the relationship between acculturation and depression, Table 8 shows that for both 
men and women, being less acculturated was associated with fewer depressive symptoms.  
What differed, however, was the specific indicator of acculturation that was significant.  For 
men in Model 4, it was the political indicator of acculturation (i.e., being able to identify the 
U.S. president) (coefficient=1.6, p=.001).  For women in Model 7, the significant indicator 
was a change in eating habits (coefficient=1.6, p=.001).  Interestingly, while change in eating 
habits was correlated with greater depression for women and not men, the coefficients did 
not differ on the magnitude of the effect of this variable.  In contrast, being able to identify 
the president was correlated with greater depression for men and not women, and men and 
women differed in the magnitude of the effect of this variable.  This finding suggests that 
women may not be as exposed to or as susceptible to the effects of political acculturation, 
whereas both men and women are affected by a change in eating habits. 
Before testing the hypotheses in the gender specific models, the possibility of a 
spurious effect of family ties and acculturation on depression was tested in the gender-
specific models in the same way it was tested in the pooled gender sample.  Models 5 and 8 
were specified without a control for physical health, and then Models 6 and 9 added the 
indicator for physical health, assessing whether the family ties and acculturation measures 
dropped from significance.  The findings, however, show that there was no effect of adding 
self-reported physical health to these models.  While the effect of physical health was 
significant for men and women, reducing the likelihood of depression (coefficient=0.6, 
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p=.001 in Model 6; coefficient=0.7, p=.001 in Model 9), there was no subsequent drop in the 
effect of family ties or acculturation on depression. 
The first hypothesis stated that family ties separated across countries are less 
beneficial and more costly to an immigrant’s mental health.  The second hypothesis was that 
the effect of family ties on depression is different in magnitude and direction between men 
and women.  A fully interacted model was specified to test for the potential effects of gender; 
results are reported in Table 8.  For each group of variables (e.g., ties to spouses, ties to 
children), model fit was assessed to determine if a significant difference existed. 
A significant gender difference was found for ties to spouses (p=.05), but within the 
models not many spousal ties were significant.  For both men and women, only ties to 
spouses in the U.S. were significant (coefficient=.3, p=.001 in Model 6; coefficient=.55, 
p=.01 in Model 9).  This suggests that, compared to not having a spouse, having a spouse in 
the U.S. has a significant beneficial effect, while having a spouse outside the U.S. has no 
effect.  For the remaining spousal ties, there were differences in both magnitude and direction 
between men and women.  Men were more advantaged by having a spouse or being 
divorced, while women appeared more advantaged by have a spouse, regardless of location. 
There was also a significant gender difference between ties to children.  The results 
suggest that having children is associated with greater depressive symptoms for both men 
and women, but women were more affected than men.  Men with children living outside the 
U.S. were more depressed (coefficient=3.4, p=.001), as were men whose children have died 
(coefficient=6.9, p=.01).  Similarly, women with children living outside the U.S. were more 
depressed (coefficient=4.3, p=.001), but to a lesser extent there was also a significant 
negative effect of having ties to children in the U.S. or in both countries (coefficient=1.9, 
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p=.001; and coefficient-=2.6, p=.01).  Comparison of ties to children across men and women 
also showed a significant difference (p=.001).  Examining the specific coefficients, there 
appears to be a difference in magnitude between men and women, with women being more 
negatively affected overall by the presence of children than men.  Like many explanations 
related to the family, this may be a consequence of women’s role as primary caregiver. 
Ties to parents also showed a significant gender difference.  For men, the effects of 
parental ties appeared concentrated among ties to mothers, and there did not seem to be any 
effect of separation.  Male respondents with mothers living in the U.S. and elsewhere were 
less depressed than those whose mothers have died (coefficient=0.35, p=.001; 
coefficient=0.4, p=.001).  For women, parental ties were less important, with no significant 
relationships reported.  Comparing parental ties across men and women, there was a 
significant difference, which is concentrated largely in the positive role of mothers for men 
and the non-significant role they play in the lives of women. 
Non-family ties had smaller effects on the reporting of depressive symptoms.  There 
was no effect of having ties to a U.S. citizen or prior civic ties for either men or women.  
There was a significant gender difference in church attendance.  Men generally benefitted 
from church attendance, but only the effect of having attended before and after was 
significant.  For women, attending church was associated with greater reporting of depressive 
symptoms.  One plausible explanation is that women who are depressed seek out church and 
therefore report greater church attendance. 
In sum, there are four major tie relationships that differed for men and women: (a) 
ties to spouses; (b) ties to children; (c) ties to parents; and (c) church ties.  Women who have 
a spouse living in the U.S. were less depressed than men with a U.S. spouse.  Women with 
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children, compared to women who have no children, were more likely to report depressive 
symptoms regardless of where those children are located, compared to similar men.  Across 
the board, women were more negatively affected by having children.  In contrast, men whose 
children have died were more depressed than comparable women.   
Among ties to parents, there was a significant difference between men and women.  
The findings suggest that the role mothers play for sons (e.g., in taking care of children left 
behind or in the U.S.) may ease burdens placed on them.  For women, however, leaving their 
children in the care of a mother may not remove the perceived burden that this is ultimately 
their familial responsibility. 
Across the control variables, there were only two significant effects, one for visa 
status (p=.05) and the other for country of origin (p=.01).  Looking at visa status, the major 
gender differences were: 1. legalized female immigrants reported greater depressive 
symptoms than legalized men (coefficient=2.0, p=.05; coefficient=1.3, p=ns); and 2) male 
employment immigrants reported more depressive symptoms, where there was no significant 
effect for women (coefficient=4.1, p=.01; coefficient=0.6, p=ns).  Looking at country of 
origin differences, female immigrants from El Salvador reported fewer depressive symptoms, 
where there was no effect for men from El Salvador (coefficient=.4, p=.001; coefficient=.7, 
p=ns).  In contrast, women from Peru reported greater depressive symptoms, where there was 
no significant effect for men (coefficient=2.8, p=.05; coefficient=1.9, p=ns).  Lastly, men 
from smaller Latin American countries reported fewer depressive symptoms, but there was 
no effect for women from the same countries (coefficient=.34, p=.001; coefficient=0.8, 
ps=ns). 
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Discussion 
 
This paper began by noting that, although much research has been conducted on 
immigrant family ties, this research has been siloed among migration researchers and social 
psychologists.  Little research to date has combined the two literatures to inform our 
understanding of how immigrant family ties and the separation of family members may 
influence the likelihood of developing depression (for an exception see Young, 2001).  Two 
key hypotheses emerged from the review of the migration and social psychology literatures.  
The first hypothesis was that family ties separated by large geographic distances (i.e., 
maintained with family in other countries) are less beneficial and more costly than proximate 
kin ties in terms of mental health.  The second hypothesis was that men’s and women’s 
depression would likely be influenced by their family ties in different ways (both in 
magnitude and direction).   
The first hypothesis was only partially supported by the data.  Results suggest the 
hypothesis should be refined to focus on specific relationships.  That is, results do not 
suggest separation is consistently harmful to immigrants’ mental health.  Instead, results 
suggest that harm to mental health varies, depending on who is separated from whom (e.g., 
ties to separated children magnify depression, but men’s ties to their mothers outside the U.S. 
protect against depression).  Results partially supported the second hypothesis that there are 
significant gender differences in the way family ties influence depression (e.g., ties to 
children in the U.S. have no effect for men but are significantly more negative for women 
when compared to not having children).  However, there was more evidence of magnitude 
differences than directional changes as a result of interacting family ties with gender.  In 
general, women appeared more negatively or more positively influenced by family ties than 
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men by particular family and church relationships.  Specifically, women were more 
depressed than men if they had ties to children or were involved in church. 
One implication of this work is that family ties are not always positive or neutral in 
their net effect on a person’s mental health.  This paper has shown that, in some contexts 
such as immigration, the result is conditioned on the separation of ties across countries and 
the gender of people in the relationships.  Applying this finding to other social psychological 
work on relationship strains suggests it might be useful to assess whether spouses are 
cohabitating, living in medium-distance relationships (e.g., a few hours apart), or long-
distance relationships (e.g., separated by 24 hours or more).  Indeed, there is a body of 
research on the isolating and stress-producing effects of having what are termed “commuter 
marriages” (e.g., Chang & Browder-Wood, 1996), although the authors noted that some 
couples are more susceptible to the negative effects than others (e.g., younger couples with 
non-adult children).  Applying the lessons learned in that literature to the study of immigrant 
marriages and families may be a fruitful path of exploration for social psychologists 
interested in migration.  For migration scholars, the findings show that the work on migratory 
networks and acculturation can be seen in terms of other theoretical models and frameworks. 
The results of this study also add to our understanding of migration theory in two 
ways: 1) the role families play; and 2) the effect gender has on the migration and settlement 
journey.  On the first, migration researchers have shown that families can both ease the 
burdens of the migration journey (e.g., Massey & Parrado, 1994) or create additional 
financial or emotional burdens for immigrants (e.g., Menjívar, 1997).  The results of this 
chapter suggest that in fact both outcomes occur within the same family unit, but that the 
effects differ by the type and sometimes location of the family tie.  That is, ties to children 
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appear to universally increase the burden on immigrants regardless of where those ties are. 
However, ties to spouses tend to ease the burden only if those ties are in the U.S.  Similarly 
ties to parents have little to no effect and neither ease burdens nor add to burdens, at least in 
terms of mental health outcomes.  The suggestion for future migration researchers is to 
continue to look beneath the unit of the family and measure the effect of individual family 
ties on the migration journey. Patterns will begin to emerge if there is continued research into 
these individual family ties across a myriad of social outcomes related to the migration and 
settlement journey. 
On the second finding related to migration research, the gender effect observed in this 
study is strong and suggestive of how families affect women.  Previous work had debated 
whether women receive more support from their family networks (e.g., Livingston, 2006) or 
whether they were more constrained by their families (e.g., Parrenas, 2005).  Indeed, the 
results of this chapter show that women tend to be more constrained and actually 
disadvantaged by their families, and in particular their children or absent spouses.  It is 
theorized that the dual-roles they must play as caregivers and wage earners, in addition to the 
added burden of being transnational parents, results in added stressors that men do not 
experience. It is important to note that women are not universally disadvantaged by having 
spouses, but there is only a significant positive impact if the spouse is in the U.S.  These 
findings lend support to the argument that women are in fact more constrained by families 
than enabled by them. 
There are several limitations to this work that make the results more suggestive of 
possible trends rather than definitive evidence of differences.  For one, the sample is based 
on only documented immigrants and therefore omits a large number of undocumented 
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Hispanic immigrants to the U.S.  This undocumented population may configure their family 
networks differently or have different gender role expectations that would lead to different 
patterns or perhaps to no significant relationship between depression and the location of kin 
networks.  Indeed, recent research has shown that documented status has an effect on 
perceived stress, with undocumented immigrants reporting significantly higher rates of stress 
(Arbona et al., 2010).  Undocumented immigrants may also be more dependent on their 
children for communicating with the English-speaking world, which may fundamentally 
change the relationship between parents and children, making the children much more 
appreciated than burdensome.  For these reasons, future work should try to test these models 
among undocumented immigrants to look for direction or magnitude differences. 
Second, the tie measures have limitations in what they can tell us.  One limitation is 
that they do not include information about the types of resources or information that is 
exchanged.  For example, does having a father in the U.S. mean one gets financial or 
emotional support, or perhaps both?  This study and data cannot speak to that question.  
Without measures of the quality of the relationship and support exchanged between spouses, 
children, and parents, it is difficult to know for sure what they mean.  Related to this 
limitation is that we do not know whether the tie is actually active.  That is, just because 
respondents are prompted to mention parent livings outside the U.S. does not mean they have 
regular contact with them.  Also, these ties are only measures of nuclear family relationships, 
not non-nuclear families (e.g., aunts and uncles).  The findings could be different for non-
nuclear family ties such as aunts, cousins, or in-laws.  Lastly, for ties that are within the U.S., 
no distinction was made between those relatives living with the immigrant and those living 
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apart.  It is possible that the effect of being in the U.S. is confounded with the effect of living 
together.   
Third, because the data were cross-sectional, the causal connections between the tie 
configurations and depression outcomes cannot be definitively assessed.  In other words, 
perhaps an immigrant’s mental health determines or influences the existence of his/her 
family ties.  This might be especially true in the case of marital status.  Indeed, in the 
literature on depression and marriage, having a partner who frequently experiences major 
depressive episodes or who experiences a prolonged period of major depression often leads 
to feelings of isolation and frustration in the other partner, and sometimes divorce (Harvey & 
Wenzel, 2001).  However, if this were a significant factor in this sample, it is likely that the 
“never married” or “divorced” categories would have a larger proportion of depressed 
people, which was not the case.  Future work should try to test these additional hypotheses 
with longitudinal data and with measures that contain tie information.   
 Despite the limitations, this study has shown that the social ties that Hispanic 
immigrants form have a significant influence on their mental health and that these 
configurations of social ties differ slightly for men and women.  For women, the findings 
suggest they will have the least depression if they avoid having children and do not worry 
much about connections to parents but do seek out a spouse.  For men, remaining single and 
without children but having a strong connection to their mothers will most decrease their 
depressive symptoms.  We also learned that acculturation is a stressful process that increases 
depressive symptoms.  
 The policy implications of these results are significant. They suggest that women, 
who bear the burden of caregiver and economic provider, are significantly more 
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disadvantaged than men.  They are disadvantaged both by current U.S. immigration policies 
when caring for children out of the U.S. and by U.S. labor policies when caring for children 
in the U.S.; neither set of policies help them with their dual-roles of caregiver and economic 
provider.  Current immigration policy focuses quite heavily on raising barriers and costs to 
international travel, most especially for undocumented immigrants, but also affecting 
documented immigrants.  The consequence of these policies on transnational mothers can be 
seen in their higher likelihood of depressive symptoms as they struggle to play the role of 
mothers to children who are back in the country of origin.  Current labor policies do not 
provide sufficient flexibility in working hours or a sufficient wage to working mothers.  The 
consequence is that they work long hours to earn little money and are thus away from any 
children they might have in the U.S. 
 If we accept the notion that one day these immigrant mothers and their children will 
become U.S. citizens then we must ask ourselves what we hope to achieve in the long-run by 
making it more likely that these women will develop depression.  If these results are correct 
and women are more likely to develop depression due to their dual roles as caregiver and 
economic provider, then policy changes aimed at easing the burden of one or both of these 
roles is important to undertake.  Broadening the scope of some current policies for U.S. 
citizens that allow greater flexibility in working hours or supplemental income to working 
mothers is one approach.  Another approach is to pilot such policies specifically targeting 
immigrant households.  In either case, taking preventative policy action today is likely to 
result in having to incur the costs of future mental health treatments and other collateral 
effects of over stretched immigrant mothers. 
 
  
 
 
 
Chapter IV 
 
Learning to Trust the Government: The Influence of Social Ties and Institutional 
Encounters on Political Trust among Mexican Immigrants 
 
Introduction 
The number of Mexican immigrants receiving legal permanent residency or 
naturalized citizenship has risen 43% between 2003 and 2006, to around 257,732 persons a 
year, and there is discussion about  legalizing 8 million more people in the next few years 
(Department of Homeland Security, 2008).  If this trend continues, it will represent, among 
other things, a large demographic shift in the U.S. voting population.  One concern about this 
shift is that these newly minted American citizens have rapidly declining levels of trust in the 
U.S. government (Michelson, 2001; Beer & Mitchell, 2004).  While trust is something that is 
declining among all Americans (Paxton, 1999;  Chanley, Rahn, & Rudolph, 2000; Robinson 
& Jackson, 2001), there is a more rapid decrease among this whole cohort of new citizens.  
Moreover, this decline in trust among new citizens is an under-researched area, with little 
information available about what may be the causative factors influencing the decline. 
The type of trust often discussed by political scientists and sociologists, and the type 
of trust addressed in this paper, is a generalized trust that exists between an individual and 
faceless others (Giddens, 1990).  Trust can be defined as “…an expectation that people will 
behave with good will, that they intend to honor their commitments and avoid harming 
others” (Glanville & Paxton, 2007).  This type of trust is based on a “standard estimate” of 
the trustworthiness of an average group of people (Robinson & Jackson, 2001), and this 
imagined average group is formed through a social learning process based on a person’s past 
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experiences.  A recent paper by Glanville and Paxton (2007) provides quantitative support 
for this social learning theory, which suggests that people build trust by extrapolating from 
their experiences with different groups in local settings (Hardin, 2002; Yosano & Hayashi, 
2005).  The argument is that people in society use their immediate and local experiences as a 
basis from which to judge and understand other levels of societal and experiential reality; in 
this sense, one could say that they “aggregate” their personal experiences up to a macro level. 
In terms of this theoretical stance, people are constantly in contact with other people 
and groups who treat them both positively and negatively, and from each of these 
experiences they form an assumption about how they will be treated by the next person or 
group.  This theory holds that these experiences will be different in different life domains 
(e.g., people build trust with their family members differently from their co-workers).  The 
theory also holds that people will average across these different life domains when forming a 
generalized assessment of trust.  This finding is consistent with how democratic theories of 
governance position trust as a cornerstone of the political system: one must trust one’s fellow 
citizens if the people’s will is to be done. 
This trust in the “collective will of the people” is what allows us to elect officials to 
represent us and act on our behalf to set laws and govern (Paxton, 2002).  In particular, trust 
has been positively related to the strength of the federal government’s power (Chanley, Rahn, 
& Rudolph, 2000; Hetherington, 2005; Peterson and Wrighton, 1998), acceptance of 
democratic governance (Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Uslaner, 1999), and successful 
economic development (Fukuyama, 1995).  Trust is also an important part of many theories 
of social capital (Paxton, 1999; Putnam 2000), which themselves are built on classic 
sociological ideas such as gemeinshaft (Tönnies [1887] 1998), civil society (Calhoun, 1993), 
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and civic culture (Edwards, 2009).  In each of these theories, trust is essential in order for the 
system the theories describe to function given their emphasis on a shared identity or system 
of beliefs.  Gemeinshaft is an association of people with a strong affiliation to the group 
identity and governed by commonly held mores, beliefs, and behaviors.  Civil society is a 
group that acts based on shared interests, values, and personal beliefs; it is a concept similar 
to Gemeinshaft but incorporates many distinct smaller communities (e.g., social institutions 
such as the police, school system, or health care).  Civic culture is a characteristic of civil 
society and is a group orientation based again on a shared set of beliefs, values, and 
behaviors. 
 Despite the importance of trust in democratic societies, little research has been 
conducted to understand what drives levels of trust among new citizens.  The early work in 
this area identified two key variables affecting trust: exposure to the host society/culture (i.e., 
acculturation) and exposure to government laws/interaction with government (i.e., 
institutional encounters).  Those who study the effect of acculturation on trust in government 
(e.g., Michelson, 2001, 2003a, 2003b) have argued that our “experiences” with government 
are really transmitted second-hand through outlets such as the media and everyday 
conversation.  Their research has focused on positive information about the government and 
found that increased levels of acculturation are related to increased levels of trust in 
government.5  Those who study the effects of institutional encounters on trust in government 
(e.g., Cleary & Stokes, 2006; DeSipio, 2001, 2007) have argued that it is our direct, first-
hand experiences with public outreach programs, corruption, or legislation that form our 
impressions of government.  They argue that negative experiences and policies seen as 
                                                 
5 An extension of this work would be to consider the opposite point of view (i.e., acculturation reduces trust). 
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restrictive decrease levels of trust, while positive experiences and policies seen as supportive 
increase trust. 
One of the shortcomings of this early work is that it has not measured both of these 
factors, acculturation and institutional encounters, at the same time.  For example, Michelson 
(2001, 2003a, 2003b) has studied the effect of acculturation on trust in the U.S. government 
by examining media exposure, but she does not include measures of institutional encounters 
such as immigration policies in the U.S. or Mexico.  Cleary and Stokes (2006) have studied 
how institutional encoutners in Mexico affect levels of trust in state governments by 
examining reports of corruption, but they only focus on institutional encounters in Mexico 
and do not consider the case of immigration or acculturation in the U.S.  DeSipio (2001, 
2007) has studied the fear immigrants have of the U.S. government, given their exposure to 
an ever-changing set of restrictive immigrant policies.  However, DeSipio focuses only on 
these institutional encounters in the U.S. and does not consider the influence of acculturation 
or institutional encounters in Mexico.  Not including all factors in the research may lead to 
certain blind spots.  For example, it is possible to find an effect of acculturation on trust as 
Michelson has, but ultimately overestimate that effect because other factors such as 
institutional encounters or social ties were not included.  While each of these studies brings 
an important piece of the puzzle to the table, the present study is intended to integrate these 
pieces into an initial, more comprehensive, assessment of the topic of trust in the 
government.  More importantly, while the focus of this paper is the influence of family and 
civic ties on trust, acculturation is, as Michelson has shown, an important third variable to 
control for. 
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In this paper, kin and civic ties were used to predict trust, but it is an open question as 
to whether reverse causation might exist.  That is, could increased levels of trust lead to more 
social ties?  This is an argument that others have proposed (Putnam, 2000; Smith, 2006), but 
they ultimately argued that it is a reciprocal relationship over time.  That is, research among 
non-immigrant groups has shown that those who are more engaged in civic activity have 
greater degrees of trust, but it is unclear which comes first (Putnam, 2000; Smith, 2006).  In 
order to test this hypothesis, a researcher would need longitudinal panel data.  This study has 
not attempted to resolve the question of a reciprocal relationship.  Such a focus would not 
negate significant relationships among these variables (i.e., kin ties, civic ties, and trust), but 
it would suggest that such a finding may over-estimate the strength of a one-way relationship 
between ties and trust. 
Previous datasets used in studies related to trust did not include measures of civic and 
kin ties.  For example, the Latino National Political Survey (LNPS) (de la Garza, Falcon, 
Garcia & Garcia,, 1990) did not include measures of ties.  In this absence, some qualitative 
studies have shown the importance of civic ties in developing trust (Garcia, 1973; Smith, 
2006), but they have stopped short of including measures of acculturation.  Most of the early 
research has left an unclear picture of how ties affect levels of political trust.  Recently, 
however, a new dataset has been released called the Latino National Survey (LNS) (Fraga et 
al., 2006).  This survey was designed by a group of sociologists, political scientists, and 
Latino studies experts, at least one of whom was also involved in the original LNPS.  The 
LNS was created to measure several cross-disciplinary concepts.  Of particular importance to 
this paper was the inclusion of measures of ties to family and civic organizations along with 
measures of trust and acculturation.  Ideally, these measures of ties would also include 
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information about what was exchanged across the ties (e.g., political information, financial 
support, cultural insights).  Unfortunately, this information was not included in this data set 
or any other that also included measures of trust.  The tie information that was included, 
however, could serve as a best-case proxy for the sources that influence the behaviors, 
attitudes, and beliefs surrounding acculturation and trust.   
In sum, this paper has attempted to consolidate the previous work on trust among 
immigrant groups, as well as integrate the current thinking about how civic and kin ties 
influence trust formation.  This work represents the first time a quantitative study of this 
topic has been conducted, thanks to the LNS dataset.  The hope is that this paper will 
encourage future work in the area of immigrant political trust.  The following pages contain a 
review of the current literature on trust in immigrant communities, with particular attention to 
explanatory variables such as acculturation, kin ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters in 
Mexico and the U.S.  A more detailed explanation of the sample, methods and results of the 
study follow, along with the findings of the research. 
Previous Research 
Trust  
Although some researchers have argued that trust is a rather invariant psychological 
trait that does not depend on external social causes (Couch & Jones, 1997; Uslaner, 1999), a 
recent paper by Glanville and Paxton (2007) found little support for this claim.  There are 
two main claims of the psychological trait perspective: 1. trust is relatively invariant; and 2. 
trust is an innate characteristic of a person.  That means that people have an innate, 
unchangeable trust level that they apply to those around them.  As this level of trust is 
hardwired at or near birth, according to the theory, there is little leeway left for changing a 
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person’s internal trust level.  If this theory is true, then researching trust would be a question 
for psychology and not political science or sociology.   
However, a competing theoretical framework on trust does not begin with these 
assumptions, known as the social learning theory of trust (Glanville & Paxton, 2007).  The 
social learning theory rejects both claims cited above and instead asserts that trust is formed 
over the duration of the life course, within individual life domains.  These life domains may 
initially be limited to the family but expand to include friends, coworkers, and organizations.  
According to the theory, each of our experiences in these domains may be positive or 
negative, and from these experiences we will extrapolate a level of trust for that group.  As 
Glanville and Paxton put it, “The social learning perspective suggests that individuals rely 
upon the trust developed with particular groups of people, such as family, neighbors, and 
fellow voluntary association members in the formation of a more generalized sense of trust” 
(p. 237).  Using data from the Social Trust Survey (Pew Research Center, 1998) and the 
national component of the Social Capital Benchmark Survey (Roper Center for Public 
Opinion Research, 2000), Glanville and Paxton compared the fit of a Model based on the 
psychological perspective of trust to the fit of a Model based on the social learning 
perspective of trust.  The social learning perspective Model, they found, fits significantly 
better and was deemed by the authors to be a more appropriate theoretical framework for 
understanding the formation of and variation in individual trust.  This paper thus proceeds 
with the notion that trust is a social phenomenon that is determined by a person’s social 
connections and experiences with family, friends and particular institutions. 
 Although trust has not been studied extensively within immigrant populations, there has 
been significant study among the U.S. electorate as a whole.  In this research, declining 
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levels of trust have been associated with more negative evaluations of Congress (Chanley, 
Rudolph, & Rahn, 2000) and increases in the support of third-party candidates (Hetherington, 
1999, 2005; Peterson & Wrighton, 1998).  Hetherington (2005) has also shown that the 
current decline of progressive policies toward health care, crime, and international relations 
are tied to decreasing levels of trust.  Perhaps the most well-known study of declining trust 
has come from the domain of social capital theory, which argues that a declining level of 
civic engagement leads us to declining levels of trust (Putnam, 2000).  In his popular book 
Bowling Alone, based on interviews conducted over the last 25 years, Robert Putnam argued 
that the American electorate has become increasingly disconnected from family, friends, and 
civic institutions.  It is in this book that he made reference to the negative effect this social 
disconnection has on levels of trust in the government. 
Acculturation  
 Acculturation is a process by which individuals adopt cultural and behavioral attitudes, 
norms, values and beliefs that they previously did not have (Gordon, 1964).  Like trust, it is 
conceived of as a social learning process (Alba & Nee, 2003; Gordon, 1964).  It occurs when 
individuals with different behaviors, beliefs, practices and languages interact and learn from 
one another.  What often distinguishes acculturation from other social learning processes 
(e.g., a life of crime) is that it stems directly from the movement of people across political, 
cultural, and geographic boundaries.  It is these boundaries that tend to separate groups of 
individuals with similar norms, values, and beliefs; when a boundary is crossed, the 
acculturation learning process often begins or at least intensifies.   
 A great deal of controversy surrounds this definition of acculturation (Abraído-Lanza, 
Chao & Flórez, 2005).  Scholars have disagreed about what acculturation is and about how it 
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is accomplished.  While some have argued that acculturation is a cultural learning process of 
some sort (Alba & Nee, 2003; Gordon, 1964), it has been alternatively conceptualized as an 
individual learning process (Park, 1928), a group learning process internal to the immigrant 
community (Warner, & Srole, 1945), and a generational learning process (Gordon, 1964).   
 Gordon (1964), in particular, identifies acculturation as the cultural learning dimension 
of assimilation.  Assimilation, according to Gordon, is a concept that encompasses seven 
dimensions on which immigrants and non-immigrants differ, including the cultural 
dimension.  To be fully assimilated, under Gordon’s criteria, an immigrant has to resemble a 
non-immigrant on all seven dimensions6, which means that it could not realistically be 
accomplished by a first-generation immigrant.   
  More recently, others have sought to define assimilation in terms of its effects, stating 
that an assimilated individual is one for whom having the status of immigrant no longer 
distinguishes him/her in terms of life outcomes (Alba & Nee, 2003).  This re-
conceptualization, however, is more useful for defining when an immigrant is or is not 
assimilated in comparison to the native-born population, rather than defining how an 
immigrant moves through the process of assimilation, which includes acculturation. 
 Many scholars have assumed the process of acculturation to be inevitable (Park, 1928; 
Warner & Srole, 1945; Gordon, 1964), but  others have argued that there are variables that 
directly influence acculturation and therefore should be controlled for whenever acculturation 
is used as a predictor (e.g., immigration or educational policies) (Shibutani & Kwan, 1965) 
and social ties (Alba & Nee, 2003).   
                                                 
6 The other six dimensions in addition to acculturation are structural, marital, identity, prejudice, discrimination, 
and civic, with each dimension indicating a distinct difference between immigrants and non-immigrants 
(Gordon 1964). 
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 Michelson (2001, 2003a, 2003b) has shown that, despite entering the U.S. with a higher 
degree of political trust in the U.S. government than native-born Mexican Americans, 
Mexican immigrants experience a decline in trust over time.  Michelson suggested that this 
decline may be due in part to the social learning from peers that occurs as immigrants 
acculturate.  Immigrants arrive with a perception of the U.S. government as relatively less 
corrupt and providing more opportunities than the Mexican government.  However, 
according to Michelson’s argument, as immigrants acculturate and form ties with other 
Americans they adopt the same distrust that all native-born Americans have of the 
government.  The key limitations of her work are that she only theorizes the influence of 
social ties while measuring only acculturation.  If she included social ties as a predictor and 
controlled for acculturation it would strengthen her argument.   
Kin and Civic Ties  
 Mexican immigrants are embedded in a unique set of social contexts that are based on 
transnational ties with kin and civic organizations (DeSipio, 2006; Guarnizo, 2001; Smith, 
2006).  Through observing a Mexican immigrant community in New York and a sister 
community in Mexico over a span of 15 years, Smith has shown how immigrants can remain 
very active in local politics both in the U.S. and back in Mexico.  Smith’s work also hinted at 
the possibility that being politically active in one country may lead to being more politically 
active in another because the same socialization processes are at play.  DeSipio made a 
similar argument, showing that Hispanic immigrants who have transnational political ties are 
more likely to be involved in U.S. electoral activities.  The theory is that, as a person 
connects with other people in civic associations, he/she acculturates to that political, social, 
and cultural environment.  Both Smith and DeSipio showed that increased civic ties will lead 
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to greater trust in the government, regardless of whether those ties are inside or outside the 
U.S. 
 In addition to civic ties there are also ties to family and friends.  Those who are highly 
connected to other family are likely to be more or less trusting based on how trusting the 
people to whom they are connected are (Alba & Nee, 2003; Michelson, 2001, 2003a, 2003b).  
They are also more likely to develop a generalized trust in others if they have developed 
close ties and trust with family members (Hardin, 2002; Yosano & Hayashi, 2005).  
Conversely, those who are not highly connected to family are unlikely to be highly 
influenced by their kin ties and also unable to draw on these ties as a reference point for 
generalized trust.  Thus, family ties may influence trust in the government in two ways: by 
sharing experiences (positive or negative) about the government and by forming a basis for 
generalized trust in the government.  First, for each connection persons have here in the U.S., 
they have an opportunity to hear about experiences that build or destroy trust in the U.S. 
government.  For example, an immigrant’s hearing that his spouse was harassed by the police 
may create a feeling of distrust in this government institution.  In contrast, seeing that his son 
has integrated well at the local public school and was accepted by his teachers may give an 
immigrant confidence in the local education system.  Second, drawing on the literature on 
trust (Burns & Kinder, 2000; Hardin, 2002; Offe, 1999; Rotter, 1971; Yosano & Hayashi, 
2005), it is believed that generalized trust is in part a function of the trust a person has across 
other life domains.  Therefore, those who are tightly connected with other kin may be more 
likely to both trust those kin and have a higher sense of generalized trust.   
 One question the literature on kin ties does not address, however, is whether having kin 
ties predominantly outside the U.S. would differ in their effects on trust from having ties 
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predominantly inside the U.S.  One might argue that having most of one’s kin ties outside the 
U.S. would reduce the number of opportunities to be exposed to positive or negative 
experiences with the U.S. government.  As a consequence to this limitation, the overall trust 
in the U.S. government would decrease. 
Institutional Encounters in Mexico  
 It may seem pedestrian to note that immigrants’ lives do not begin after entering the 
U.S., but this commonplace observation is often overlooked in the research on political trust 
and acculturation (for exceptions, see Chaffee, Nass & Yang, 1991; Jacobs, Phalet & 
Swyngedouw, 2006).  The social and political experiences (i.e., institutional encounters) 
prior to immigration shape an immigrant’s early political socialization, which influences how 
they perceive the U.S. government upon immigration (Damico, Conway, & Damico, 2000).  
Furthermore, these institutional encounters vary across states within Mexico (Beer & 
Mitchell, 2004; Cleary & Stokes, 2006).   
  In a comparative study of political trust and democracy in Mexico and Argentina, 
Cleary and Stokes (2006) found considerable variation in the level of democratic rule at a 
sub-national level.  They looked at the phenomenon of political clientelism, which is a term 
used in Latin America (similar to the term political machines in the U.S.) that refers to a 
disciplined political organization in which an authoritative boss or small group commands 
the support of a corps of supporters and rewards them for their loyalty.  In some Mexican 
states (e.g., in Michoacán and Puebla), political clientelism dominates governing systems and 
open democracy does not exist, but in other states (e.g., Baja California and Chihuahua), 
open elections and a high level of democracy are common (Cleary & Stokes, 2006).  People 
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living in these states are likely to have very different experiences with their state 
governments.   
 A second study on Mexican democracy by Beer and Mitchell (2004) showed that, in 
Mexican states where democracy is low, there are increased reports of human rights 
violations, again suggesting people’s political experiences may differ at the state level in 
Mexico.  In particular, the authors focused on rights to life, liberty, security of person, 
freedom from torture or inhumane punishment, and arbitrary arrest.  Beer and Mitchell 
showed that, in some states such as Chihuahua and Baja California, opposition parties to the 
ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) were already running credible gubernatorial 
campaigns in the 1980s.  In other states such as Chiapas and Guerrero, the PRI were 
engaging in widespread torture and extrajudicial killings of their political enemies.  Thus, it 
can be argued that institutional differences at the state level may influence the degree to 
which people in these states trust government, even long after they leave the state and 
country. 
Institutional encounters in the U.S. 
 The institutional encounters Mexican immigrants have with U.S. institutions also varies 
significantly across immigrant cohorts.  Although immigration reforms tend to focus on 
undocumented immigrants, there are many immigrants who suffer the indirect effects of 
discrimination and harassment.  This trend is especially true for immigrants who have arrived 
more recently and are trying to integrate into their communities despite increased 
government scrutiny.  These recent immigrants are more likely to be caught up in 
immigration reform changes and visa violations.  Research has shown that immigrants’ level 
of trust in the government does decrease when they are exposed to laws that restrict their 
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movement and increase the scrutiny of their communities (Garcia, 1973).  This is especially 
true if they feel they have been unfairly treated. 
 As immigrants navigate the complex immigration control and naturalization processes, 
they are exposed to a unique set of institutional encounters that native-born people never 
experience.  DeSipio (2001, 2007) argued that over the last 30 years immigrants have been 
aware of the restrictiveness/openness of various immigration laws and border enforcement 
policies and have acted strategically to take the path of least resistance.  In many cases, the 
more complex and harsh the policies seem to become, the more Hispanic immigrants are 
forced into compliance out of fear that if they do not comply then at some point in the future 
naturalization may be impossible.  Jones-Correa (1998) uncovered the same mindsets while 
conducting in-depth interviews with Hispanics in New York City.  His research suggested 
that the lack of political mobilization and fear of having to renounce their former citizenship 
may be keeping many immigrants from naturalizing.  Thus, restrictive institutional 
encounters can create compliance among new immigrants, but they also generate a mindset 
of fear and distrust. 
 Immigrants who arrived prior to 1996 were met by a relatively inclusionary context, as   
the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was still in effect and no major 
changes had yet occurred.  The 1986 IRCA act granted legalized status to several million 
undocumented workers and shifted the responsibility for verifying visa status to employers.  
Although this legislation did result in increased scrutiny of immigrant employees, the data do 
not suggest it led to discrimination against Mexican or other immigrant employees (Phillips 
& Massey, 1999).  The immigrant community saw IRCA as a very positive piece of 
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legislation.  Those who entered under IRCA were generally able to put down roots and 
become integrated into their communities with little resistance from the government.   
 However, in 1996 the Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IRAIRA) 
was implemented.  This new piece of legislation instituted 3-year, 10-year, and permanent 
bans for people caught in the U.S. illegally (or those who had not applied for amnesty under 
IRCA).  It also authorized punitive jail sentences for undocumented border crossers.  It did 
not allow exceptions for those immigrants who had married U.S. citizens or who had children 
who were U.S. citizens.  Many immigrants found their loved ones in violation of the new 
law, and the immigrant community as a whole was under more intense scrutiny than before.  
Those immigrants who entered under IRAIRA found integrating into the community more 
difficult due to increased government pressure on employers and scrutiny of visa 
applications.  As Espenshade, Baraka, and Huber (1997) argued, this legislation actually 
forced immigrants into naturalization, increased hardships among many others, and pushed 
many into an underground economy.  A study by Hagan and Rodriguez (2002) also found 
that the passage of IRAIRA led immigrant communities to feel heightened concerns 
regarding deportation and increased distrust of government agencies.  The net result was that 
the immigrant community did not see IRAIRA as a very positive piece of legislation.   
 This legislation was followed by the 2001 U.S. Patriot Act, which contained several 
significant immigration reforms.  It put further restrictions and surveillance on newly arriving 
immigrants.  Furthermore, it removed the right for undocumented immigrants to have a 
driver’s license.  It also authorized search and surveillance operations to capture 
undocumented immigrants and deputized local peace officers to enforce federal immigration 
laws.  This put the Latino immigrant community under intense scrutiny.  The net result of the 
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U.S. Patriot act on Hispanics and Mexican immigrants in the U.S. was increased scrutiny by 
the government and a growing divide with the U.S. government (Hines, 2002) 
 In sum, the particular context that exists when someone arrives in the U.S. helps to 
establish a mindset toward the police, teachers, and public officials who make up the 
government on local, state, and federal levels.  Therefore, depending on when an immigrant 
arrived, he/she may have been exposed to one of three scenarios: 1. a defacto inclusionary 
context up to the end of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) (i.e., up to the next 
major change in immigration policy in 1996); 2. a somewhat antagonistic context between 
1996 and 2001 under the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act 
of 1996; or 3. an extremely hostile context post-2001, after the implementation of the U.S. 
Patriot Act.   
 In addition to the U.S. institutional encounters, this paper has also argued that a 
combination of social ties and the institutional encounters of Mexico may explain a large 
amount of variance in Mexican immigrant’s trust in the U.S. government.  The purpose of 
this paper was to integrate measures of family ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters to 
test what the combined effect of these factors is on political trust.  Measures of acculturation 
were also included to control for the potential relationship between acculturation and trust, 
but acculturation is not the primary focus of the paper. 
 In particular, this paper tested three hypotheses related to kin ties, civic ties, and 
institutional encounters. 
1. Having a large number of family ties has a significant, positive effect on trust, only if 
the ties are in the U.S.; ties outside the U.S. have a negative effect on trust. 
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2. Having a large number of civic ties has a significant, positive effect on trust in the 
government, regardless of whether the ties are in Mexico or the U.S. 
3. Negative institutional encounters in the U.S. and original host countries have 
significant, negative effects on political trust, while positive institutional encounters 
have the opposite effect. 
Survey and Sample 
 Until recently, the most current measures of political trust among immigrants of 
Mexican origin were from the 1989-1990 Latino National Political Survey (LNPS) (de la 
Garza et al., 1990).  The LNPS dataset, however, contains no information on Mexican 
immigrants from the past 10 years, and a lot has changed in the last 10 years.  In particular, 
the large wave of immigration that occurred between 1990 and 2000 brought in a new 
generation of Mexican-born people (many of them younger, female, and working in new 
industries).  Testing hypotheses on a sample that did not include this most recent wave would 
have limited generalizability.  The Latino National Survey (LNS), on the other hand, included 
immigrant and native-born Mexicans up to the time of data collection in 2005 (Fraga et al., 
2006).  It had a total sample size of roughly 3,879 Mexican immigrants.  The data also 
included indicators for the 31 Mexican states from which immigrants originated; this paper 
used all 31 states in the analysis to establish measures of institutional encounters in Mexico.  
Moreover, the LNS showed considerable variation in the political history and state of 
democracy across these 31 states.  The LNS also included a substantial number of 
transnational social tie measures, institutional encounters measures, and two measures of 
political trust: a direct measure of trust and a question about government being controlled by 
big interests. 
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 Interviewing for the LNS began on November 17, 2005, and continued through August 
4, 2006.  The survey instrument contained approximately 165 distinct items ranging from 
demographic descriptions to political attitudes and policy preferences, as well as a variety of 
social indicators and experiences, and resulted in a mean interview length of 40.6 minutes.  
The interviewee had the option of taking the interview in either English or Spanish and could 
switch if necessary after beginning the interview.  The overall response rate was 63%, which 
is a response rate comparable to another recent immigrant-focused survey (The New 
Immigrant Survey, or NIS) that had a response rate of 70%. 
 The LNS was a stratified random sample of 11 million households in the U.S. in which 
household heads self-identified as Latino or Hispanic (including those who identified as a 
specific national group, such as Guatemalan).  All adult household members were randomly 
selected using their most recent birthdays as a way to identify the correct respondent to the 
survey.  The survey covered 15 states and the District of Columbia metropolitan area.  The 
universe of analysis contained approximately 87.5% of the U.S. Hispanic population.  States 
were selected based, first, on the overall size of the Latino/Hispanic population.  In addition, 
four states (Arkansas, Georgia, Iowa, and North Carolina) were added in an attempt to 
capture the evolving nature of emerging populations in states without lengthy histories of 
large Latino populations.  The sample was stratified by U.S. states to ensure a representative 
cross-section of the U.S. Latino population including both high and low density states.  In 
many cases, states were further stratified into counties to ensure adequate representation of 
Latino/Hispanics in low-density, rural areas.  This complex survey design required the use of 
sampling strata to account for the state-based sampling method.  The use of clustered errors 
was also required to account for the clustering of the stratum that were drawn and sampled 
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over the 10 months of data collection.  Both the sampling weights and strata were specified 
using the complex survey commands in Stata and the variables provided in the dataset. 
 Immigration status was not a factor in selecting a household and, therefore, the sample 
includes both documented and undocumented Latino/Hispanic immigrants; but it is likely 
that this method still under-represented the undocumented population, given the difficulty of 
getting this group to participate in phone surveys.  The total data set contained 8,634 
completed interviews, of which 43% (3,753) were with people born in Mexico and who 
identified themselves as Mexican.  A separate response rate for Mexicans was not provided.  
This study focused exclusively on the Mexico sample in order to allow analysis of 
institutional encounters within Mexican sending states.  The final sample of Mexican 
immigrants used for analysis was 3,319, which is a result of dropping 434 respondents across 
approximately 15 independent variables due to missing data on social tie, institutional 
encounter, and some control variables.  There was also a large amount of missing data on a 
small number of questions that may have been perceived as sensitive to some Mexican 
immigrant respondents; this missing data was handled differently.  Missing data on sensitive 
questions such as age at migration (705 missing), Mexican state (308 missing), and political 
opinion questions (412 missing) were included in the descriptive statistics and regression 
Models by coding a set of indicator variables that identified the missing data explicitly in the 
analysis. 
  There were also other limits to the generalizability of the inferences from this sample.  
For one, this study focused exclusively on Mexican immigrants.  While this group forms the 
largest Latino/Hispanic population in the United States and the largest U.S. immigrant group, 
results based solely on this population may not apply to other Latino groups such as Cubans, 
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Salvadorans, or Dominicans.  The history, immigration experiences, and family ties of these 
groups are likely to be very different.  Secondly, this study examined only self-identified 
Latino/Hispanic households (including specific ethnic or national groups like Mexicans).  As 
such, household heads who may have identified themselves as “American” or “Spanish” 
would not have been included.  These households may have been among the more 
acculturated Latino/Hispanic immigrants, which likely added sample bias to the estimates, 
but it is not possible to know to what extent this bias affected the results.  The third limitation 
was that the sample was based on households, and, therefore, immigrants who were not 
living in stable households were excluded--meaning that the least acculturated and more 
transitory immigrants such as day laborers or agricultural workers were not part of the 
sample.  This limitation was likely to also add sample bias to the estimates; again, it is 
difficult to know the exact extent of this effect, but in general the variability in degree of 
acculturation is likely reduced.  In particular, this effect would result in making this study’s 
estimates of acculturation effects more conservative. 
Measures 
 The dependent variable was a measure of political trust that has been asked in many 
previous National Election Studies and is a standard measure of political trust (Hetherington, 
2005): “How much of the time do you trust the U.S. government to do what is right?” The 
response options ranged from 1 (“never”) to 4 (“just about always”).  The context of the 
question was a conversation about other federal policies and people.  The results from this 
sample of Mexican immigrants are shown in Table 9 (below).   
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Table 9  
Sample Distribution of Trust Outcomes (weighted) (N=3,319)  
Q1. How much of the time do you trust the government to do what is right? 
Categories % of Sample 
Just about always 17% 
Most of the time 15% 
Some of the time 49% 
Never 19% 
Source: Latino National Survey (LNS), Data collected 2005 (Fraga, et al., 2006) 
 
While still representing low levels of trust, they were higher than those in recent polls of the 
general American populations, based on a CNN poll done in September 2011.  Asked about 
how often they trust the U.S. government, only 32% of Mexican immigrants stated that they 
trust the U.S. government “most of the time,” while 68% say they trust it “never” or only 
“some of the time,” as compared to 15% and 85% of Americans, respectively (CNN poll; 
September 2011).  This outcome is consistent with the finding that immigrant groups tend to 
demonstrate slightly higher trust in government rates than the U.S. population but that those 
numbers are more rapidly decreasing (Michelson, 2001).  Given the ordinal nature of its 
response categories, an ordinal logistic Model was specified.  A total of 54 people were 
dropped from analysis for missing data on this question. 
  In keeping with the previous literature, two measures of acculturation were included: 
English language proficiency and naturalization status.  English language proficiency is a 
self-reported scale that ranges from 1 to 4 in response to the question, “How good is your 
spoken English? Would you say you could carry on a conversation in English (both 
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understanding and speaking)?”  The response categories were “Very well” (4), “Pretty well” 
(3), “Just a little” (2), or “Not at all” (1).  As seen in Table 10 (below), on average people 
reported they could do this “just a little,” but with a standard deviation of .8, there was also a 
significant amount of variance in how people answered this question.   
Table 10 
Sample Distribution of Ties, Acculturation, and Institutional Encounters (weighted) (N=3,319) 
Measure 
mean 
(or 
%) 
sd 
Acculturation   
English language proficiency 2.11 0.82 
Naturalized U.S. citizen 23%  
Civic Ties   
High # of civic ties 15%  
Average # of civic ties 3.8 0.78 
Low # of civic ties 24%  
Kin Ties   
High # of kin ties 36%  
Average # of kin ties 4.2 0.94 
Low # of kin ties 16%  
Location of ties   
Majority of one's civic ties in Mexico 12%  
Majority of one's kin ties in Mexico 24%  
Institutional Encounters   
Born in a Democractic Mexican state1 50%  
Entered U.S. before 1996 61%  
Entered U.S. between 1996 and 2001 28%  
Entered U.S. after 2001 11%   
1 As defined by the CILD Index (Hernandez-Valdez 2000) 
Source: Latino National Survey (LNS), Data collected 2005 (Fraga, et al., 2006) 
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The other indicator of acculturation was citizenship status, which is used in the literature to 
represent a person who has become an American.  Conceptually, this indicator represents 
acculturation because it signifies adopting a new national label and identity as an American.  
As Table 10 indicates, only 23% of the sample self-reported as naturalized citizens.  Taken 
together, these two indicators of acculturation suggest that, on average, this sample of 
Mexican immigrants (i.e., people born in Mexico and who identify as Mexican) was not very 
acculturated.   
 The tie measures were constructed from a finite set of questions that asked respondents 
about their connections to a predefined list of people.  That is, the respondents did not 
generate names and then associate roles with those people; rather, they were asked whether 
they have connections to specific people (e.g., a child, a civic organization).  For example, 
for U.S. kin ties, respondents were asked if they have a spouse, are living with others, or have 
a child in the U.S.  This information was then used to create a count variable ranging from 0 
to 3.  For Mexico kin ties, respondents were asked if they have children in Mexico, are 
sending remittances to family, or keep in frequent (defined as weekly) contact with close 
family in Mexico.  This information was then used to create a count variable ranging from 0 
to 3.  For U.S. civic organization ties, respondents were asked if they are union members, 
active church members (defined as at least monthly attendance), or regular participants in a 
social club or organization.  Then a count variable ranging from 0 to 3 was created.  For 
Mexican civic organization ties, respondents were asked if they are new participants in a 
social club or organization in Mexico, are a contributing member of a political campaign, or 
if they maintain involvement in a social club or organization they had prior to immigrating.  
Then a count variable ranging from 0 to 3 was created.   
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 These count variables were then used to construct a series of indicators.  First was a set 
of indicators signaling high (4 or more ties), average (3 ties), and low (0 to 2) civic or kin 
ties.  Second was an indicator for whether immigrants have a majority of their kin or civic 
ties in the U.S. or Mexico, which was measured as a simple majority when comparing the 
total count of U.S. ties versus Mexico ties.  Measures of social ties were divided into two 
groups: kin ties and civic ties.  For each group, three dummy variables were created.  Each 
dummy variable represented either those respondents who indicated an average number of 
ties, more than average ties, or less than average ties.  The omitted category in the Models 
was the average number of ties.  The location of these kin and civic ties were also assessed to 
create two additional dummy variables: whether the respondent has more kin ties in Mexico 
than in the U.S.and whether he or she has more civic ties in Mexico than in the U.S.  These 
indicator variables are also described in Table 10. 
 As Table 10 shows, the majority of the sample (61%) was in the average tie bucket, with 
24% in the high tie bucket and only 15% with a low number of ties (i.e., between 0 and 2).  
The average tie group was used as the omitted category.  Opposite this distribution were the 
kin tie variables.  Here, the sample was skewed toward more ties, with 48% of respondents in 
the average tie category and 36% in the high tie group.  In fact, only 16% of the respondents 
were in the low tie category, with fewer than 2 kin ties.  All immigrants in this sample 
reported at least 1 tie in the U.S. Only 12% reported more civic ties in Mexico (compared to 
88% with more civic ties in the U.S.), and 24% reported more kin ties in Mexico (compared 
to the 76% with more kin ties in the U.S.).  In contrast to the acculturation variables, the tie 
variables suggest that this sample of Mexican immigrants may be well-established in the U.S. 
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  For institutional encounters in Mexico, a dummy variable was used, where 1 is equal to a 
democratic Mexican state and 0 is a non-democratic Mexican state.  This dummy variable 
was created by merging into the LNS data an external variable known as the Comparative 
Index of Local Democracy (CILD), which was created by Hernández-Valdez (2000) and 
validated by Cleary and Stokes (2006).  The CILD is a continuous measure of the level of 
democracy based on electoral competition and reported human rights abuses, where a 
positive number indicates a democratic state and a negative number indicates a non-
democratic state.  Although the interpretation of whether a state is democratic or non-
democratic is made clear by this scale, the relative difference between somewhat democrat 
states and very democratic states is unclear.  That is, the relative difference among states on 
the ordinal scale is difficult to assess (Cleary & Stokes, 2006).  To avoid this issue, a dummy 
variable was created that only indicates whether the state would be assessed as democratic or 
non-democratic by the scale.  To test for sensitivity to creating a binary variable, the binary 
results were compared with the ordinal CILD scale and the effect was significant, but the 
interpretation was difficult because there was not a clear meaning of a 1-unit change in the 
CILD scale.  To make clear where these states are in Mexico, they are displayed on a map.  
Figure 1 (below) shows that the more democratic Mexican states are clustered in the northern 
section of Mexico near to the U.S. border.   
   
Figure 1 
 
Proportion of Sample from different Mexican States, with Democratic states dotted (N=3,319) 
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Conversely, the less democratic states are clustered towards the south and along the border 
with Guatemala.  This configuration suggests that the democratic state variable measured 
both context and distance, given that non-democratic states are farther away, in general, from 
the U.S.  This alignment might suggest that a significant positive effect of being from a 
Democratic state might be a result of both the Democratic nature of the state and/or its 
proximity to the U.S.  
 For institutional encounters in the U.S., dummies were created for timing of entry, 
corresponding to years of particularly salient changes in U.S. immigration and naturalization 
laws.  These dummy variables included periods before and during the Immigration Reform 
and Control Act of 1986, the period during the 1996 reforms highlighted by the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act, and the period after the 2001 U.S. 
Patriot Act.  As Table 10 indicates, 61% of the sample entered during a less restrictive 
immigration context (i.e., prior to 1996).  However, one important caveat here is that 
institutional encounters can also affect a respondent’s social ties.  That is, the people with 
whom the respondent is connected may have entered during other periods and  experienced a 
different set of institutional encounters that would have colored their views of the U.S. 
government.  There were no direct measures of this possible effect, but it should be 
controlled for in future studies in order to examine how institutional encounters may 
influence trust through social ties. 
 Table 11 (next page) lists the study’s control variables.   
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Table 11 
 
Sample Distribution of Control Variables (weighted) (N=3,319) 
 
Control Variables 
mean 
(or %) 
Standard 
deviation 
Education  
Less than high school education 51%  
High school education 32%  
More than high school education 17%  
Human capital and gender  
Female 52%  
Age at Migration to US 38 12 
Currently Unemployed 9%  
Political affiliation  
No political party affiliation 34%  
Registered Independent 21%  
Registered Republican 16%  
Registered Democrat 29%  
Opinions and experiences  
Has been unfairly treated by police 11%  
        No opinion on police 13%  
Positive feelings toward President Bush 40%  
        No opinion on Bush 10%  
Perceived a worsening US economy 49%  
        No opinion on economy 6%  
Opposed US involvement in Iraq war 76%  
No opinion on Iraq war 13%   
Source: Latino National Survey (LNS), Data collected 2005 (Fraga, et al., 
2006) 
 
Education was controlled for using dummy variables for different levels of education.  
Having a High School diploma was the omitted category, and there were dummies for less 
than a High School education and a greater than High School education.  A little over half of 
the sample (51%) had less than a High School diploma, while 17% had more than a High 
School diploma.  Gender, age, and employment status were also included.  Fifty-two percent 
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of the sample was female, only 9% were unemployed, and the mean age at migration was 38 
years old.  Thirty-four percent of the sample did not indicate a party affiliation, preferring 
instead to choose “don’t know/don’t care.”  If a respondent indicated a party identification, 
then that identification (Democrat, Republican, or Independent) was included.  Of those who 
indicated a preference, 29% were Democrats, 21% were Independents, and 16%  were 
Republicans.  The omitted category was the “don’t know/don’t care” category.   
 Controls were also included for feelings about perceived discrimination (being unfairly 
treated by police), president (Bush feeling scale), and U.S. policy (economy and Iraq War).  
Having suffered police discrimination was measured in response to the question, “Do you 
believe you have been treated unfairly by the police?” The answer choices were “yes” and 
“no,” with 11% of the sample responding that they did believe they had been treated unfairly.  
Those who chose “don’t know” were included in a “no opinion” category and represented 
13% of the sample.  The feelings toward President Bush were measured in response to the 
question, “Thinking about the kind of person he is, would you say you view him favorably or 
unfavorably?”  This variable was dichotomized between favorable and unfavorable, with 
40% of the sample having favorable feelings toward Bush.  Those who chose “don’t know” 
were included in a “no opinion” category and represented 10% of the sample.  A similar set 
of dummy variables was created for the question about the U.S. economy, “Would you say 
that over the past year the nation's economy has gotten better, stayed about the same, or 
gotten worse?”  Three variables were created for each response category, and those that 
chose “don’t know” were included in a “no opinion” category.  Almost half (49%) said that 
they felt the economy had gotten worse, and 6% had no opinion.  Lastly, feelings toward 
U.S. policy in Iraq were measured in response to the question, “Please tell me whether you 
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support or oppose keeping U.S. military troops in Iraq as long as it takes to stabilize their 
government.”  The answer choices were “strongly support,” “support,” “oppose,” “strongly 
oppose,” and “don’t know.”  Those who chose “don’t know” were included in a “no opinion” 
category, which represented 13% of the sample.  76% of the sample opposed keeping troops 
in the war.   
Methods 
 The primary goal of this paper was to consolidate the explanatory variables used in 
previous studies on trust and to advance the research by also including social ties as sources 
of influence on beliefs about trust and acculturation.  To this end, measures of both social ties 
and institutional encounters in Mexico and the U.S. were included.  Traditional measures of 
acculturation were also included to test whether they performed as well after social ties and 
institutional encounters were accounted for.  An ordinal logistic Model was specified to test 
all Models because the dependent variable in question was ordinal in nature.  The outcome 
variable was the four-category “trust in government” variable described in the Measures 
section. 
 The control and explanatory variables were added one at a time, beginning with the 
control variables and acculturation first (Model 1).  The acculturation variables included 
English language proficiency and naturalization status.  Then measures of kin ties were 
added to test for their effect net, controlling for acculturation (Model 2).  Next, the kin ties 
variables were removed and civic tie variables were added to also test for their net effect, 
controlling for acculturation (Model 3).  Given the previous arguments about the role of 
social ties and acculturation as sources of influence trust building, it was predicted that both 
the acculturation and social ties measures would be significant.  
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 Next, the social tie variables were removed and the institutional encounters variables 
added to also test their net effect, controlling for acculturation (Model 4).  Both measures of 
date of arrival in the U.S. (as a proxy for the political climate faced by immigrants) and 
measures of a democratic Mexican state were included.  The full Model added all measures 
back in, including kin ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters (Model 5).  Each of the 
Models was specified as an ordinal logistic regression with clustered errors and sampling 
weights specified.  This estimation returns ordered logit coefficients for all relationships, 
which were interpreted as likelihood ratios.  The significance and direction of the coefficients 
were interpreted directly, similar to how multiple regression coefficients are interpreted.  The 
difference was that, instead of indicating an amount of change using the scale of the 
dependent variable, they indicated a change in the likelihood of being at a given level of the 
dependent variable. 
Results 
 Model 1 (see Table 12, next page) fit the data only modestly [pseudo r-squared=.20, chi-
square=.000].   
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Table 12 
Ordinal Logistic Models testing the effect of family ties on the trust in the government (weighted, standardized) 1 
Independent Variables 
Acculturation 
Model 1 
Acculturation 
and Kin Ties 
Model 2 
Acculturation 
and Civic Ties 
Model 3 
Acculturation 
and Institutional 
Encounters 
Model 4 
Acculturation, 
Kin/Civic ties, 
and Institutional 
Encounters 
Model 5 
Acculturation      
English language proficiency 1.09 1.08 1.02 1.05 1.05 
Naturalized US Citizen 0.84 0.83 0.82 0.88 0.87 
Kin and Civic Ties      
High # of civic ties   1.39**  1.33** 
Average # of civic ties -- -- -- -- -- 
Low # of civic ties   0.85  0.87 
High # of kin ties  1.27**   1.12** 
Average # of kin ties -- -- -- -- -- 
Low # of kin ties  0.67   0.60+ 
Majority of civic ties in Mexico   0.91  0.77 
Majority of kin ties in Mexico  0.82*   0.78* 
Institutional Encounters      
 Born in Democractic Mex. state    1.18** 1.19** 
Did not answer mexican state    0.81* 0.78* 
Entered US before 1996 -- -- -- -- -- 
 Entered US between 1996-2001    0.82* 0.82 
Entered US after 2001    0.98 1.04 
Human capital and gender      
Currently Unemployed 1.05 1.05 1.06 0.99 0.98 
Age at Migration to US 1.10* 1.08 1.08* 1.06 1.06 
Did not answer age at migration 0.98 0.96 0.97 0.98 0.98 
Female 1.02 0.98 1.01 1.02 0.97 
Education      
Less than high school education 0.80* 0.79* 0.81* 0.81* 0.80* 
High school education -- -- -- -- -- 
More than high school education 0.85 0.85 0.85 0.86 0.86 
Political party affiliation      
Regisitered Independent 1.13 1.13 1.13 1.12 1.12 
Registered Republican 1.05 1.05 1.05 1.04 1.04 
Registered Democrat 1.04 1.04 1.03 1.01 1.01 
No political party affiliation -- -- -- -- -- 
Opinions and experiences (correlates) 
2      
Unfairly treated by police 0.63** 0.63** 0.64** 0.66** 0.66** 
No opinion on police .76* .76* .79* .78* .78* 
Positive feelings of Pres. Bush 1.41*** 1.41*** 1.33*** 1.33*** 1.33*** 
No opinion on Bush 0.98 0.98 0.99 0.97 0.97 
Perceived worsening economy 0.76** 0.77** 0.78** 0.74** 0.74*** 
No opinion on economy 1.00 1.00 1.01 1.01 1.02 
Opposed involvement in Iraq war 0.71*** 0.71** 0.71** 0.72** 0.72** 
No opinion on Iraq war 1.01 1.02 1.02 1.01 1.03 
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Model characteristics (not variables)      
First threshold 3 0.36*** 0.35*** 0.37** 0.45** 0.41*** 
Second threshold 3.85*** 3.39*** 3.69*** 4.37*** 3.49*** 
Third threshold 8.98*** 7.92*** 8.74*** 10.12*** 8.67*** 
Pseudo r-squared 0.20 0.25 0.22 0.25 0.38 
Chi-square model fit 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Observations 3,319 3,319 3,319 3,319 3,319 
* significant at .05; ** significant at .01; *** significant at .001    
1 Regression model was specified using a complex survey design with survey weights and clustering of standard errors on geographic 
sample locations 
2 Model not effected when removed, but inclusion demonstrates the correlation of trust with perceptions of gov't actions 
3 Thresholds are the model predicted cutpoints between each category of the ordinal dependent variable 
Source: Latino National Survey (LNS), Data collected 2005 (Fraga, et al., 2006)   
 
All thresholds for the dependent variable (i.e., the ordinal categories) were significant, and 
several control variables were significant.  What is striking, however, is that none of the 
acculturation variables was significant.  This lack of finding in acculturation is in direct 
contradiction to much of the previous work.  It contradicts Michelson’s work (2001) on 
Mexican-descendent respondents, which found that English language use decreases trust.  It 
also contrasts Garcia’s early work (1973) on Chicano children, in which English language 
was found to increase levels of political trust. 
 Most of the control variables that were significantly associated with trust were opinion-
related.  Those respondents who reported having suffered police discrimination [two-tailed 
p=.01, coefficient=0.63], who believed the economy was getting worse [two-tailed p=.01, 
coefficient=0.76], or who had a major concern about the Iraq war [two-tailed p=.001, 
coefficient=0.71] were, expectedly, less trusting of the U.S. government.  In contrast, those 
who reported more positive feelings toward President Bush were more trusting of the 
government [two-tailed p=.001, coefficient=1.41].  As a result of including indicator 
variables for missing data on each of the questions, it was also possible to examine how 
much trust in the government respondents who chose not to answer this question had.  
Interestingly, only those who chose not to answer the question about being unfairly treated 
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by police had a significant, negative correlation with trust in government [two-tailed p=.05, 
coefficient=0.76].  There was no effect on any of the other “no opinion” indicators.  Given 
this finding, it is likely that those who chose not to answer this question may have been 
concerned about anonymity and may even have been among a more recent, less acculturated, 
perhaps undocumented group of immigrants.  Education level also appears to influence trust, 
with those who had less than a high school education being less likely to trust in the 
government than those with a high school diploma [two-tailed p=.05, coefficient=0.80].  
Political affiliation, gender, age at migration, and unemployment status did not significantly 
predict trust in Model 1 or in any of the other Models. 
 In Model 2, kin tie variables were added to the Model.  The Model still fit the data better 
than Model 1 [pseudo r-squared=.25, chi-square=.000], and there was a small improvement 
in the overall explanatory power of the Model.  Of the kin ties that were added, having a high 
number of ties compared to the average significantly increased levels of trust [two-tailed 
p=.01, coefficient=1.27].  However, those respondents with a majority of their kin ties in 
Mexico were less likely to trust the U.S. government than those who reported a majority of 
ties in the U.S. [two-tailed p=.05, coefficient=0.82].  This finding was consistent with the 
first hypothesis  that only kin ties within the U.S. are likely to build trust in the U.S. 
government.   
 In Model 3, the kin ties were removed and the civic tie variables added.  The Model fit 
also improved slightly compared to Model 1 [pseudo r-squared=.22, chi-square=.000].  The 
measures of civic ties in this Model suggest that those who reported high levels of civic ties 
also had greater trust in the U.S. government [two-tailed p=.01, coefficient=1.39].  This 
finding was consistent with the previous literature on civic ties and political trust (Putnam, 
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2000; DeSipio, 2006; Smith, 2006; Guarnizo, 2001) and also lent support to Hypothesis 2.  
However, there was no significant effect of having a majority of these ties in Mexico [two-
tailed p=ns, coefficient=0.91].  This finding was consistent with the previous literature 
showing that involvement in civic groups in both the U.S. and abroad increases overall trust 
in government.  There were no directional changes in the control variables. 
 In Model 4, civic ties were dropped and the indicators of institutional encounters in 
Mexico and the U.S. were added.  The Model fit was better than Model 1 [pseudo r-
squared=.25, chi-square=.000].  The institutional encounters in Mexico and the U.S. were 
both significant, but they had opposite effects: the indicator of coming from a democratic 
Mexican state was significant and positive [two-tailed p=.01, coefficient=1.18], while the 
indicator of entering during a restrictive period of immigration in the U.S. was negative [two-
tailed p=.05, coefficient=.82].  Also important was a significant, negative correlation 
between refusing to answer the Mexican state question and trust in the U.S. government 
[two-tailed p=.05, coefficient=.81].  This outcome may be a result of concern over the 
anonymity of this question, and, therefore, more recent, less acculturated, and perhaps 
undocumented immigrants may be represented in this “refused to answer” group.  This 
possibility suggests that people who have lived in political systems that are open and 
democratic are more likely to trust the government than people who have lived in less 
democratic systems.  It also suggests that those who entered during the 1996 Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act up until 2001 have a lower level of 
political trust than those who entered under the less restrictive period priot to 1996.  The 
indicator for those who entered after 2001 was not significant, but it was also in the direction 
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of less trust.  These findings support Hypothesis 3, that negative institutional encounters lead 
to lower trust, while positive contexts lead to greater trust. 
 Also of note is that in all three Models, there was no evidence of any acculturation 
effect.  This finding suggests that perhaps acculturation does not always play an important 
explanatory role determining levels of trust. It might also suggest that our measures of 
acculturation do not fully capture the subtleties of this complex social phenomenon and that 
if our measures were better we might find a significant relationship. 
 Model 5 is the fully specified Model with kin ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters 
included.  This Model fit the data reasonably well [pseudo r-squared=.38] and fit 
significantly better than Model 1.  In this Model, as in the others, neither the English 
language proficiency variable nor the naturalization variable was significant.  All of the 
controls remained significant and in the same direction as in all Models.  The variables for 
kin ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters were significant and in the same direction as 
previously discussed.  Having high numbers of kin ties increased trust [two-tailed p=.01, 
coefficient=1.12], unless the majority of those ties were in Mexico [two-tailed p=.05, 
coefficient=.78].  Having a high number of civic ties increased trust [two-tailed p=.01, 
coefficient=1.33], with no effect of having a majority of them in Mexico.  In contrast, 
coming from a democratic Mexican state increased trust [two-tailed p=.01, coefficient=1.20].  
 Model 5 was also tested separately for naturalized versus non-naturalized citizens to 
ensure that the model was robust to differences in sample (not reported in table).  The results 
were largely the same.  There were minor changes in effect size and significance levels, but 
no changes in the direction of the effect or overall model fit.  In fact, the model fit slightly 
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better among naturalized citizens [pseudo r-squared=.39 among naturalized and .37 among 
non-naturalized]. 
 Looking across the five Models, partial support is found for all three hypotheses, as well 
as some unexpected findings.  For instance, acculturation was found to have no significant 
effect on trust.  This is in contradiction to several previous studies.  There were significant 
and independent findings for social ties and institutional encounters on trust.  Second, having 
a majority of one’s kin ties in Mexico did significantly decrease trust in the U.S. government.  
In sum, kin ties, civic ties, and institutional encounters were significant predictors of trust 
among immigrants, as well as predicting a good amount of the variance in trust.  The 
theoretical variables in the full Model explained an additional .18 of the variance beyond the 
variance explained in Model 1(i.e., .38 in Model 5 subtracted from .20 in Model 1)  This was 
a good amount of overall variance explained (almost double Model 1).  The best Model 
included all three predictors; namely, civic ties, kin ties, and institutional encounters.  This 
outcome suggests that future work should strive to include all three measures.  It also 
suggests that perhaps acculturation does not have a significant effect on trust among 
immigrants. 
 Discussion 
 This paper began by reviewing the literature on the effects of acculturation and 
institutional encounters on political trust.  The state of the current literature is very 
fragmented, with studies focusing on only one explanatory variable of trust at a time (e.g., 
acculturation or institutional encounters).  The current literature also lacks clear measures of 
the sources of influence that underlie political trust formation and acculturation, such as kin 
and civic ties.  This paper sought to advance the current state of the literature by testing the 
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additive effects of acculturation, kin and civic ties, and institutional encounters.  It included 
measures of kin and civic ties as measures of the sources of social influence that theoretically 
underlie both acculturation and trust.  It also broadened the concept of institutional 
encounters to include both the U.S. and Mexico in recognition of the fact that immigrants 
have been exposed to both.   
 In particular, three hypotheses were tested.  The first hypothesis stated that high numbers 
of kin ties increase trust because trust in the life domain of family is generalized outward.  
The second hypothesis stated that high numbers of civic ties  increase trust in the government 
because they increase the exposure to and positive interaction with civil society.  The third 
hypothesis stated that negative institutional encounters beget low levels of trust, while 
positive institutional encounters beget higher levels.  Partial support was found for all three 
hypotheses. 
 An unexpected finding on the first hypothesis shows that those immigrants who reported 
more kin ties in Mexico had less trust in the U.S. government.  This suggests that future 
research should separate kin ties in the U.S. from kin ties in the home country and test their 
effects separately.  Several possibilities could explain this finding.  One possibility is that 
people who maintain most of their kin ties outside the U.S. are not exposed to as many 
opportunities to engage with government institutions such as schools or the healthcare 
system.  Less interaction may breed distrust.  It is also possible this is a methods artifact and 
that perhaps the variable was measuring something else about people (e.g., their legal status), 
which is negatively associated with trust in the U.S. government.  Future work should further 
explore the relationship between having kin ties outside the U.S. and levels of trust in the 
government. 
148 
 On the second hypothesis, there was a positive finding that having a high amount of 
civic ties correlates with a higher degree of political trust, but there was a null finding that it 
did not matter if these ties were in the U.S. or not.  Those respondents who had a majority of 
civic ties in Mexico had no correlation to increased trust in the U.S. government.  This 
suggests that civic ties may not exert influence across countries. 
 Less support was found for the third hypothesis, that negative institutional contexts such 
as restrictive U.S. immigration policies negatively correlated with decreased trust.  However, 
there was evidence that positive institutional contexts in the country of origin may be 
correlated with increased political trust.  It is possible that the negative effects measured in 
this study were simply not strong enough to have had any affect on immigrants’ perceptions 
of the U.S. government.   
 Overall, the results from this study stress the importance of studying Mexican 
immigrants as transnational people with connections to specific parts of Mexico and growing 
connections here in the U.S.  Understanding the connections they form and the institutional 
encounters in which they are embedded may better explain changing levels of political trust 
in this population.  The results also suggest that creating more opportunities for Mexican 
immigrants for civic involvement in their U.S. communities will likely increase political 
trust.  Similarly, encouraging the formation of kin ties in the U.S. through social or 
community groups or the transfer of kin to the U.S. through changes in immigration policy 
may increase levels of trust.  Coordinating with existing civic associations that have large 
numbers of Mexican immigrants (such as churches, schools volunteer programs, and unions) 
is also worthwhile.  In short, we could begin to address the declining levels of trust among 
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newly incorporated immigrants.  This paper has suggested a number of ways in which to do 
just that. 
 There are also four shortcomings to this research that should be mentioned again.  One is 
that the measures of kin and civic ties that were included here did not contain information 
about what was exchanged along the ties.  It was assumed that connections with civic 
organizations transmit information related to civic and political contexts, while connections 
to kin transmit information related to cultural and political experiences.  It is these 
experiences that then create a sense of generalized trust.  The types of information 
transmitted between respondents and their network members will need study in future work.  
Second, these tie configurations may vary for immigrants who live in ethnic enclaves, where 
a majority of connections may be to other people within that enclave.  In such situations it is 
possible that having more connections to kin here in the U.S. would not create more 
opportunities to acculturate or advance one’s trust in the U.S. government.  This is an 
empirical question that should be tested in future work.  Third, the generalizability of these 
results is limited.  While immigration status was not a factor in selecting this sample, self-
identification as Latino/Hispanic, and then Mexican, and living in a stable resident were 
criteria.  Replicating this study with immigrants from different countries (e.g., those of 
Central and South America) may uncover different relationships between acculturation, 
institutional encounters, social ties, and trust.  Similarly, immigrants who are not living in 
households but rather may be migrant workers may not be as affected by kin/civic ties, and 
thus this predicted Model likely looks different in this community.  The fourth limitation is 
the cross-sectional nature of these data.  As noted earlier, it is possible that political trust may 
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create more civic and kin ties in the U.S., as well as more rapid acculturation.  Longitudinal 
data are needed to test this hypothesis. 
 Future work could also look at ties in a more granular way by studying how ties to 
specific people vary in their effects on trust.  For example, what combination of network ties 
builds trust in one’s community and government? Does change in these social networks 
result in increased or decreased trust? Can we build trust by actively changing these ties? 
These tie-specific relationships are likely to change the beliefs and attitudes around 
acculturation and trust because the information exchanged will be different.  Much work 
remains to be done in this area, but the hope is that future work can build on the arguments 
raised in this paper about the importance of ties and institutional encounters.  
 Moreover, progressive policymakers should take the results of this chapter as a clear 
sign that they have a direct hand in creating a more (or less) trusting electorate. Current U.S. 
immigration policies create a restrictive environment that subjects immigrants to a high 
degree of supervision, suspicion, and subjugation to invasive regulations such as biometric 
testing and registration. It is no surprise that the results of this chapter found these policies to 
be associated with lower levels of trust.  Going forward, the U.S. policymakers might 
consider shifting some of their attention away from the restriction of immigrant movements 
and more to the building of immigrant families.  In the previous chapters several suggestions 
for immigrant-friendly family policies were made.  For example, creating subsidies and 
incentives for the acquisition of English, lowering barriers for transnational mothers to visit 
their children, or increasing pay and flexible working hours for mothers caring for children 
are all immigrant-friendly family policies. Were the government to invest more time in 
designing and implementing these policies the effect on political trust would likely be 
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positive.  The policy risk of not doing anything is that one day when these immigrants 
become citizens they will be distrusting citizens and as Hetherington (2005) has shown, a 
distrustful electorate leads to less support for progressive policies related to health care, 
crime, and international relations. 
  
 
 
 
Chapter V 
 
Looking to the Future of Immigrant Families 
 The U.S. is at a cross-roads when it comes to Latino immigrants in this country.  It is 
unlikely that we will create a policy or method to actually deport the roughly 10 million 
undocumented Latino immigrants (Pew Hispanic Center, 2009).  However, it is likely that 
our continued insistence on creating ever more restrictive and punitive immigrant policies 
may alienate the 47 million other Latinos in the U.S. Moreover, in our attempt to gain short-
term ground on immigration control we are likely sacrificing long-term ground on the well-
being of the Latino immigrant community.  The results of this dissertation suggest that our 
policies towards family reunification, English-only policies, and immigrant workers are 
likely creating a community that is less likely to speak English, more likely to suffer from 
mental illnesses, and increasingly less trusting.  So, do we continue down the same 
legislative path we have been walking for the last 10 years or do we switch course?  I begin 
by reviewing the results of the previous chapters and then suggest some key takeaways for 
policymakers. 
 The dissertation began by noting that Latino immigrants--currently the largest U.S. 
immigrant population--have come to form a fundamental part of the U.S. social fabric but 
that sociologists still have an incomplete picture of the social causes of some of the more 
pressing issues that face this population, including weak English language acquisition, 
declining mental health, and low trust in the U.S. government.  The preceding three chapters 
explored these three topics at length and, while discrete pieces of research, shared the goal of 
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deepening the understanding of the role families play in determining these important life 
outcomes.  By examining the effects of families across three distinct life outcomes, this 
research sought to more fully describe the influence families have on immigrants’ lives.  
Moreover, this research suggests several fruitful paths of continued work in the fields of 
social psychology, political science, and sociology/demography.  It is hoped that this 
research and the work that follows from it will prove useful to U.S. policymakers as they 
consider social policies aimed at the Latino community. 
 Across the three chapters of this dissertation, three findings related to immigrants’ 
family ties were found to be consistent across multiple social outcomes:  
1. The effects, both positive and negative, of family ties on language acquisition and 
depression are generally stronger for women compared to men.  
2. Ties to children tend to have more costs and fewer benefits in terms of mental 
health and language acquisition.   
3. Effects of acculturation are relatively weak on depression and political trust. 
 With respect to the effect of gender, findings suggest that the magnitude of the tie 
effects were significantly stronger for women than men, especially for language acquisition 
and depression.  In the study on language acquisition, the negative effects of having a non-
American spouse were two times stronger for women, and the positive effects of having an 
American spouse were about 10% stronger for women.  Similarly, the negative effects of 
having children outside the U.S. were nearly double for women what they are for men.  The 
one exception to this was the effect of having children both in the U.S. and outside the U.S. 
at the same time.  In this instance, men were more negatively affected by having children in 
both places.  One possible explanation is that having children in multiple countries pulls men 
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into more family responsibilities than they would normally have to assume and, therefore, 
reduces the amount of non-English exposure they have.   
 In the study of depression, the positive effect of having a spouse in the U.S. (i.e., 
reduces number of depressive symptoms) was stronger for women by a factor of two.  
Similarly, women were more likely to suffer from depressive symptoms if they have children 
than men with children were.  One exception was with children who have died.  In this 
situation, men were more likely to have depressive symptoms than women.  Women may not 
be as affected because they are more central to the family and therefore are able to lean on 
other family members for support and grieving.  Another exception is the case of having ties 
to mothers, regardless of where those mothers are living.  In this situation, men reported 
fewer depressive symptoms, yet there was no effect for women.  This exception may be a 
result of the role mothers play in enforcing traditional family values, which place women into 
the position of sole caregiver and homemaker, thus adding stressors to their lives and 
cancelling out any beneficial role they might also play.  The study on political trust did not 
take gender as a key variable to explore and, in fact, did not find a significant relationship 
between gender and trust. 
 The second general finding was that ties to children generally had harmful, not 
beneficial, effects on depression and English language acquisition.  This finding remained 
regardless of whether the children were in the U.S. or outside and regardless of whether the 
respondent was male or female.  The effect was also negative regardless of whether health 
was included in the model (in the case of depression) or whether acculturation controls were 
included in the models.  While the previous research on language acquisition suggests a 
potential negative effect of children in the U.S. on English language use and children outside 
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the U.S. on depression, it is not clear that this effect would also be true for children living in 
the U.S.  Understanding the specific drivers of these effects requires further research, as they 
are not currently explained in the theory on English language use or depression.  One 
hypothesis on the effect on depression is that having children in the U.S. puts a tremendous 
strain on immigrant parents financially and emotionally, just as much as having their kids 
separated from them.  Parents have to provide financially for the children, protect them from 
negative influences, and help them succeed in life, all while being outsiders to the very 
system in which they were trying to help their children succeed.  It is also possible that in the 
case of women, at least, the conflicting role expectations of caregiver and financial provider 
are joint stressors.  One hypothesis on language acquisition is that children outside the U.S. 
embed parents in a network that leads them to see permanent settlement in the U.S. as 
unlikely.  Without this incentive or anticipated permanency, they may perceive much less 
need to learn English. 
 The third general finding is that acculturation, while having an independent effect, is 
not as strong predictor of depression and political trust in a substantive sense.  In the latter, 
the variables are not significant beyond a p=.10 level; therefore, there is no relationship on 
which to test the mediation.  In the study on political trust, no measures of acculturation were 
significantly associated with depression for either the pooled gender sample or male/female 
specific samples..  Similar, in the paper on depression, none of the language-use 
acculturation variables were significant, and only one of the mindset variables that was 
significant.  For men, the acculturation variable with a significant negative effect was 
knowledge of who the VP is.  For women, the acculturation variable with a significant 
negative effect was change in eating habits. 
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 It is hoped that these general findings and the more detailed findings in each of the 
chapters will open up future pathways of research in the fields of social psychology, political 
science and sociology/demography.  In the field of social psychology, the findings might be 
suggestive of family tie effects among immigrant populations on other mood disorders and 
psychopathologies that have social components.  In particular, looking at the potential 
stressors shown to be significant in this study (such as separation from spouses, presence of 
children, and lack of ties to opposite sex parents) may highlight similar patterns in other 
immigrant groups.  The findings also suggest that when treating Latino immigrant groups for 
mood disorders such as depression, additional intervention may be needed through family 
therapy to address underlying role expectations of women.  If female Latino immigrants are 
put under unreasonable expectations to be caregivers, homemakers, and financial providers, 
that may be a root cause that needs to be addressed before medication or cognitive behavioral 
therapy could successfully treat depression. 
 In the field of political science, the research suggests that studying immigrant 
political outcomes in the U.S. may require a wider lens that incorporates family ties and 
institutional encounters in the home country.  This includes the study of political trust but 
also other political outcomes such as voting behavior, coalition-building, ethnic relations, and 
public opinion results.  This research suggests that, in order to truly understand the social 
drivers of these political outcomes, sociologists must consider immigrants’ lives prior to the 
act of immigration.  The complex web of family and civic ties that immigrants are embedded 
in within the U.S. and back in their home country do exert a significant influence on political 
trust and are likely to have similar significant effects on these other political outcomes.   
157 
 In the closely related fields of sociology and demography where much research 
currently exists on immigration and migration, these results should highlight the importance 
of this work beyond the immediate field.  The modeling work that has been done on family 
ties and their relation to the movement of people can be directly applied to other fields which 
have just begun to consider these transnational ties and movements.  Future quantitative work 
in this area would be enabled by considering the inclusion of a few key variables in the 
longitudinal studies currently on-going with immigrants.  One of these would be the 
inclusion of information on what is exchanged along the tie relationship (e.g., financial help, 
emotional assistance, advice/information) in a way that captures reliable and sufficient 
information.  In addition, capturing more information on reported ties (e.g., language of use, 
self-reported health, migration history, ties to other people in the respondent’s network) and 
information over time (i.e., longitudinal tie information) would allow a more complete 
picture of the social ties and their influences on social outcomes.  
 To be clear, these are not simple issues that can be fully explained with just one 
study.  Issues of language acquisition, depression, and political trust are complex and must be 
explored from many angles and many disciplines. However, the results of the research in this 
dissertation do advanced our understanding of how family ties influence these important 
social outcomes.  Future work should strive to do an even more nuanced job of measuring 
family ties and should explore different mental health and family outcomes.  Policymakers 
themselves can play an important role in this future research by tracking the impact of the 
policies they enact and making this data public. 
 Indeed, these advances in the measurement of ties and tie relationships will directly 
address some of the shortcomings of the findings in this work.  In addition to the detailed 
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discussion sections in each chapter, two shortcomings cut across all chapters: (a) lack of 
longitudinal data; and (b) lack of information about what is exchanged in each tie 
relationship.  Without longitudinal data this research cannot claim for certain that the causal 
direction is from family ties to English language acquisition, depression, or political trust.  
These relationships could plausibly be reversed; some researchers in each field have claimed 
exactly that.  In most cases the theory suggests that the relationships are reciprocal over time, 
but, without quantitative data with three or more time periods, this kind of reciprocal 
relationship would be impossible to model.  Without longitudinal data, the reader must 
interpret the results of this dissertation as suggestive of the one-direction relationship and 
recognize that, if there are truly reciprocal relationships, the estimates presented in this 
research are overestimating each effect.  Nonetheless, an effect is still likely to exist, and the 
research still suggests important areas to explore further. 
 Similarly, without information on the specific information that is exchanged along 
each tie, it is impossible to say for sure what the influence of the tie is on the three outcomes.  
Rather, the results in this paper rely on theory to interpret the most likely influence that is 
being exchanged, given the results of the quantitative tests.  For example, it is not known for 
sure why ties to children outside the U.S. are associated with greater reports of depressive 
symptoms.  It could be because financial resources flow toward children, requiring parents in 
the U.S. to work extremely hard.  It is also possible that parents provide a lot of emotional 
support, which makes them feel emotionally drained.  They may also just be depressed 
because they love and miss their children.  The findings in the paper are useful in identifying 
positive and negative relationships, but to understand the specific drivers of these tie effects 
more information is needed about each relationship. 
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 Despite the shortcomings of this research, the implications for new areas of research 
and the extensions of existing research stand.  Moreover, the findings send a clear message to 
policymakers that if we want to maintain and grow the U.S. Latino immigrant population we 
have to focus on Latino families as important sources of social influence.  In particular, we 
have to encourage the growth of family networks within the U.S. and provide assistance to 
families with children to help reduce the care giving burden and ensure that parents are not 
using children as linguistic crutches.  For those policymakers and psychologists actively 
involved in the community, there are several findings that highlight the importance of 
providing support to women in growing beyond traditional role expectations and 
counteracting some of the magnified negative effects of their family networks (e.g., the 
finding that having mothers in the U.S. increases depressive symptom reporting).  For those 
policymakers concerned about declining levels of trust, the findings suggest that it will be 
difficult to effect any change while U.S. institutional encounters continue to negatively target 
and marginalize Latinos.  Nonetheless, findings do suggest that fostering family and civic 
ties here in the U.S. may help counteract some of these negative institutional encounters. 
 In fact, if the U.S. continues to create immigrant policies that are aimed at punishing 
and restricting this community we will be shaping the transition of this group into U.S. 
society in a very negative way.  Rather than building a community that supports progressive 
policies, is free from mental illnesses, and is bilingual we may create a community with 
families fractured by language, depression and distrust.  To avoid this, policy makers can 
build on existing policies of family reunification and existing labor laws to strengthen 
immigrant families. The results of this dissertation suggest that policies aimed at immigrant 
parents would be most effective. In particular, incentives or requirements for them to learn 
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English as well as support for them in raising their children are likely to build stronger 
families. In particular, the significant stress immigrant mothers are under to raise children in 
and out of the U.S. while also working full-time is something they need help with.  Policies 
to create more flexible working hours, special visas that permit mothers to travel more 
frequently and with less hassle, and subsidies for child care may all help reduce the stress on 
women and build immigrant families.  
 Family ties can also be strengthened through a number of direct policy actions that 
amend the current U.S. immigration system.  One strategy would be to legalize the 
undocumented workers in the U.S., allowing the current immigrant population to travel 
freely to visit families and immigrate their own families to be with them in the U.S.  A 
second strategy would be to redesign the guest worker program to allow families to remain 
intact and live together while workers are here in the U.S.  A third strategy might be to allow 
the visa system to flex with the demand from the economy so that workers would not fear a 
door’s being permanently closed and will know that, if jobs exist, visas will be granted.  
These types of direct interventions can significantly reduce the number of families living 
with long-term geographic separation, which as shown in this research makes a difference in 
terms of life outcomes. 
Fruitful paths for future work are numerous.  One of the most interesting may be to 
extend the research on families over time to judge how family ties influence and are 
influenced by these social outcomes.  In addition, gathering data on undocumented 
immigrant populations, both before and after any major change in the institutional encounters 
(e.g., a major legalization effort), would allow researchers and policymakers to model the 
impact on family ties and related political or social outcomes.  Also interesting would be to 
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extend this work into other epidemiological studies of specific mental illnesses to understand 
how family- and community-based therapy could have significant, lasting impacts on a host 
of mental health issues.  Lastly, this research should be replicated among other immigrant 
populations that have different histories and experiences in the U.S., including growing 
immigrant populations from Eastern Europe and Africa.  The geographic distances that 
separate immigrants from those parts of the world may significantly change the magnitude 
and possibly the direction of family ties on the outcomes examined here.  Clearly, much 
work remains to be done and it is hoped that this research has in some way contributed to 
improving the understanding of family ties in Latino immigrant communities and, more 
importantly, that it has inspired others to continue with this line of research. 
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